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      I blinked my tired eyes and jerked upright. I had the worst case of brain fog in my life, and the florescent lights illuminating harshly off the white corridor walls didn’t help one bit.

      “Where am I?” I grumbled.

      “You’re at Saint Joseph’s,” said the doctor pushing my wheelchair. “Your computer had an electronic malfunction that left you comatose.”

      He rolled me into the nearest elevator and hit the button for the lowest basement floor. I craned my head around and saw his blonde combover, sun-weathered face, and a worn copy of Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception sticking out of his lab coat pocket.

      “What kind of malfunction? How long was I unconscious?”

      The elevator dinged open and we exited into another sterile hospital corridor. The doctor sighed. “I’m afraid I have bad news, Paul. The electric shock caused a permanent aberration in your brain wave pattern. It is a very specific condition. One in a million.”

      While I processed what he said, he wheeled me around a corner and into another elevator. This one was wide, used for transporting heavy hospital equipment. The wire mesh gate clanged shut like a garage door. Instead of going up, the elevator went down.

      The doctor took a deep breath before continuing. “Under government protocol, we are obligated to connect you to the machine.”

      “This is a joke, right?” I tried to shift out of the wheelchair, but my legs throbbed with a pins and needles sensation that I couldn’t shake.

      “I don’t know how to say this…” The doctor’s professional tone slipped into an excited baritone. “I’ve never found one before, someone with the aberration. Ever heard of Jacob’s Ladder? Yggdrasil?”

      “Sure, doc."

      The elevator shuddered to a stop. “Well, it’s all true. Kind of. The world we found is somehow—” The doctor paused, seeing my face as we entered a cavern the size of a football field.

      Two men in tactical gear waited with automatic rifles at the elevator exit. Their faces were covered up to their eyes by what look like ski masks. Badges that I didn’t recognize decorated the breast and arm sleeves of their black uniforms. They moved aside for the doctor and gave me a long stare before pivoting back to their original positions.

      Inside the cavern, giant servers lined the walls. Long rows of machines that looked like they belonged next to the Large Hadron Collider made a maze on the floor. Huge monitors showing graphs and high-resolution aerial maps hung from wires bolted to the cavern ceiling. Maps, I noticed, that displayed landmasses unlike any of the continents. Scientists in lab coats hurried around the cavern, carrying toolboxes, stacks of paper, and bundles of wire. A large table took up the center of the room, where more scientists typed furiously into terminals. It almost made me forget the doctor’s comment.

      “The world you found? What are you talking about?”

      “I'll lay it out for you as simply as I can, but don't ask questions, OK? I won't have time to answer them."

      "Whatever, just give me the rundown."

      The doctor sighed and dove in. "Five years ago, NASA intercepted an ongoing data relay originating from Proxima Centauri. That same year, the brain aberration you have was recorded for the first time. We had no clue about the connection until Dr. Stevens built the first pod—top-secret virtual reality machines we developed in Area 51. They were designed to provide authentic combat conditioning for the Space Corps. One day, a bored IT kid was browsing through the data relay. He couldn't make sense of it, of course, but he did something no one else had. Have you ever heard the saying, 'the medium is the message'?"

      I nodded.

      "The kid thought the problem had to do with the way we were looking at the data. It didn't have to be parsed; it was already designed to interface with our technology. He transferred a full cycle's worth of data into a pod and it ran seamlessly. From there, it was only a matter of time until we figured out that only people with the aberration could sync with it. When they connect, their psyche is transferred to another dimension. We call it Valheim."

      I kind of tuned the doctor out at that point. The whole thing was insane. He may as well have told me that the fairies from Lumpa Lumpa Land had sprinkled fairy dirt on me, and now I could enter their magical realm. It did nothing to absolve the asshole of kidnapping me, drugging me, and forcing me to play guinea pig in his sick experiment. Instead of listening to more lies, I turned my attention to what was actually happening around me.

      The scientists in the cavern were a mix of young and old, and they all stopped to watch us pass as the doctor pushing my wheelchair babbled on. Three of them bowed in the Japanese style. I didn’t know if the gesture was meant for me or the doctor. I was so dumbstruck that all I could do was stare at the tops of their lowered heads.

      We went to the back of the cavern, to a line of standing pods. A beautiful female face, as pale and smooth as alabaster, appeared through the foggy glass window of the nearest one. Her eyelids were closed, face expressionless in a frame of wavy golden hair. The rest of her body was hidden inside the opaque metal pod.

      “Is that Echo?” I asked.

      “Sorry?” The doctor didn’t understand.

      I pointed at the girl. “Echo. She’s the captain of Fury Five. They won 15 million at last year’s International Gaming tournament.”

      “Oh, Mira? She was one of the first aberrations.” The doctor stopped the wheelchair in front of an empty pod and put on the brake. The pod door rested open on its hinge, revealing a well-padded but tight interior, and a crown of wires and needles suspended above the headrest.

      “I’m going to keep this brief. As far as we know, Valheim is run by an extraterrestrial source. We think this source is also causing the aberrations. We’re doing everything we can to find out the specs, but our research team is stuck. Once we plug someone in, their brain waves change again. They die if we take them out. So far, we've only been able to synthesize a short video clip from the raw data.”

      A tall man with long grey hair stepped into the conversation. “Johan, you son of a bitch. I told you I wanted to speak with the next one.”

      The doctor grimaced. “The Director wants minimal contact between the team and patients. You know that.”

      The tall man snorted and turned his wide frame to face me, causing the doctor to move aside. Clearly, he was ranked higher in the organization. “I’ll take it from here. Get back to the hospital and find us another aberration. Number 33 won’t last much longer.”

      The doctor nodded, lips in a tense line, and left without giving me a last glance.

      I wasn’t about to be hooked up as some lab experiment for the rest of my life. Not that I actually believed anything the doctor said. There was no way I could trust any of those insane assholes.

      Adrenaline surged through my veins, and I sucker punched the tall man as he moved to lift me out of the wheelchair.

      There was no point in screaming for help. I clenched my jaw and swung again, this time missing and falling off my seat. I pushed myself up and rolled onto my back. Then the tall man grabbed me by the front of my hospital gown and hoisted me into the empty pod.

      His jaw had a red mark from where I’d punched him, but he didn’t look angry. In fact, he looked pleased. “OK, listen up.” I glared at him but didn’t argue. Dismal as it was, I couldn’t see any way out of the situation. “I’ve tried to get in, but the data rejects me.” He turned his head and showed me the scars at the base of his skull: small dots from where the pod needles had punctured and failed to connect him. "I wish I could take your place, but I can't. For whatever reason, you were chosen to sync with the data relay."

      He continued to speak calmly. It sounded practiced, like he’d done it a hundred times before. “We’re going to hook you up in a pod exactly like Mira's. Your physical body will remain perfectly healthy while you are in Valheim. However, what you experience there may kill you in real life. We don’t know exactly why or how, so you're going to give us answers. Find the others, team up with them, and survive. The more people we have connected, the more data we can pull from your brain and analyze.” He waved a hand at the row of pods. “Keep them all alive, if you can. We know Esports Insider ranked you in last year’s Top 50 Professional Gamers. The Director has high hopes for you, as do I. After Mira, you’re the best shot we have at figuring out what the hell is going on."

      “How many people have died in there?” I asked.

      “The mortality rate for United States participants is currently seventy-four percent.” He recited the statistic with simple frankness. “Find Mira. She’s been in there almost a year now. She'll know what's going on better than anyone else. There’s also the little fact that she is the best gamer in the world. Team up with her and do not die.”

      “I’ll do whatever I bloody well please, you psycho quack,” is what I wanted to say. Instead, I nodded and played it cool. Besides, he was probably right. If anyone could survive in there, my money would be on Echo. “Does she have a tag? Any kind of ID I can identify her with?”

      “I don’t know. Half of our information comes from analyzing patient’s brain waves. We know when they’re suffering trauma and when they’re happy. The rest is going to be a long process of hacking the data feed, which may end up being impossible. Oh, and the video clip, of course.”

      He pulled up his phone and loaded a video player. The clip began to play, showing a scattered montage that could have been straight out of The Lord of the Rings: epic scenery, huge castles, medieval battles and magical explosions, all from a bird’s-eye view. The clip ended with the camera panning up along a massive citadel that rose into the clouds. Text came onto the screen, but it was a series of glitchy pixels more than anything else.

      “We think it means ‘Eight Heavens.’”

      “But you don’t know for sure.”

      “No.”

      I took the tall man's phone, and he directed the crown of wires and needles onto my head. I went back in the clip and slowed it down at the part where a magical explosion ripped through the side of a castle, dripping acid from the rubble onto dozens of armored soldiers. The soldiers screamed and turned to bone, the bone turned to dust, and the dust was blown away in the wind.

      My brain had a hard time processing the imagery. Not even the latest Marvel movie had special effects that good. For some reason, I smiled. My heartbeat quickened, but not because I was afraid. Deep inside, I knew that I had always wanted to live in a fantasy world.

      “Well, fuck it. Plug me in.”

      “Good luck, Paul."

      Pain flashed in my skull, and the world went dark.
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        CONNECTED…

        SYNCHRONIZING…

        SYNCHRONIZATION SUCCESSFUL

      

      

      

      White light entered the edge of my vision, breaking the darkness. The light dimmed, and I found myself lying face down on a beach in the full heat of a tropical sun. I was covered in sand, as if I had been there for some time.

      I barely had time to roll onto my back before a tiny lizard skittered over my leg, pushing its little claws into my sunburnt skin.

      “Gah!” I leapt to my feet and aimed a kick at the lizard, too late as it dove under the white sand.

      A scream rang out nearby. I gulped past a dry throat and looked around. Ahead of me sprawled a tall jungle, thick with green and purple ferns and old trees holding up drooping boughs. But that wasn’t where the scream came from. On the beach around me, scattered amongst broken bits of washed up rope and wood, lay, crawled, and staggered nearly a score of shipwrecked survivors.

      The scream came again from far down the beach. I caught sight of three lizards the size of a Great Dane moving toward the source of the sound.

      The sand was as hot as pavement on a Texas afternoon. I hopped to keep my feet from burning, yet a chill passed over me that made me shiver. All of my senses worked normally. It felt just like real life, but I was in a different world. I had no clue what the rules were, but I could definitely feel pain. That meant that whatever stalked the screamer could hurt me, torture me, kill me—it could do all the dark and twisted violence that happens when predators find their prey.

      “Snap out of it,” I muttered. It was a stupid beach in the middle of nowhere. I was going to be fine, so long as I followed my instincts and didn’t give in to panic.

      
        
        CHOOSE YOUR CLASS

        Alchemist | Battle Master | Blade Master | Demonologist | Druid | Elementalist | Hunter | Medic | Monk | Shapeshifter | Artificer | Zoologist

      

      

      The bright gold letters appeared two feet tall in the center of my vision.

      “Whoa!” I edged back and noticed that the sounds of the beach had gone silent. The world was frozen in time, waiting for me to choose. Not good, considering I had no information on the classes.

      So, this world is structured like a video game. The text seemed to be an automated reaction to my arrival. I focused on the demonologist option, and a description appeared in smaller letters below:

      
        
        Demonologists are spell casters who harness magic from the Inferno. They can make pacts with demons and recruit them as familiars. However, the Inferno requires part of the demonologist’s soul force in exchange for its magic. Every lost point of soul energy is fed to your anti-demon.

      

      

      I skimmed through the rest of the text until I came to the core class information.

      
        
        Equipment: Iron sickle, black wool robe with hood, leather boots, leather belt

        Friendly: Inferno

        Neutral: Bao Dynasty

        Disliked: Thousand Isles, Parsia, Lakadon

        Hated: Ragandia, Doric Republic, Amarul, Quentis

        Crimson Bolt: Cast a deadly projectile straight forward, dealing corrosive damage upon impact. Usable every 5 minutes. Costs 20 soul energy.

        Lingering Plague: Infect an enemy with a soul-eating disease for 1 minute that deals damage every 3 seconds. Usable every 3 minutes. Costs 15 soul energy.

        Summon Imp: Summon an imp from the Inferno to fight by your side for 5 minutes. Usable every 30 minutes. Costs 50 soul energy.

        Horrify: Cause one enemy to collapse in fear for 15 seconds. Usable every 15 minutes. Costs 20 soul energy.

        Corpse Eater: Consume the flesh of a killed enemy and replenish 10 soul energy. Usable every 2 minutes.

      

      

      I laughed. The idiot doctors had hooked me up to what appeared to be a video game—and the most realistic one I had ever experienced. It was in all ways indistinguishable from real life. But in any case, I was stuck until I chose a class.

      Demonologist was clearly not for me. Exchanging soul energy in exchange for evil magic? No thank you. It was probably overpowered in the early game, but late game? I didn’t want to be dealing with crazy demons and selling off parts of my soul just to get anything done. Those kinds of bargains always turned out to be more than what one asked for. Besides, it said demonologists were hated by four out of eight factions. It had the potential be insanely good, if tuned correctly. That was the allure with those types of classes. But I couldn’t risk it. Not when it could be the last class I ever chose.

      Blade master, elementalist, druid, hunter, monk and shapeshifter did not stand out to me as particularly great choices. Medic, zoologist, artificer, and alchemist were a definite no. That left the battle master class.

      
        
        Battle Masters are tacticians who can create parties and assign combat talents to party members. If a party member has a pre-existing combat class, they will have a custom set of talents for the battle master to choose from. Party members without a combat class can be given the default combat talents available to the battle master at level one. Additionally, party members can view a fellow party member's profile by focusing on their rank icon.

        At any time, the battle master can cast a talent that has been assigned to a party member, which will cause it to either activate immediately or become available for the party member to use at their will. Each party member can have only four talents slotted for use at one time, and they cannot be changed during combat. Unlike all other classes, the battle master has no talents of his own.

        Battle Masters earn experience by winning battles. Small battles earn one point; medium battles two points; large battles three points; massive battles four points. What counts as a small, medium, large, or massive battle changes with the battle master's level. Each level requires the battle master to have battle points of its number for it to be unlocked. Leveling up resets battle points to zero and grants the battle master one talent point, which can be used to either upgrade an existing talent or unlock a new talent.

        As with all classes, battle masters are E-rank from level 1-9; D-rank 10-24; C-rank 25-49; B-rank 50-69; A-rank 71-89; S-rank 90-100+.

        Equipment: Hardwood baton, white cloth pants and shirt, leather sandals, wide-brimmed hat, leather belt

        Friendly: Ragandia, Doric Republic, Quentis, Parsia, Amarul

        Neutral: Bao Dynasty, Thousand Isles

        Disliked: Lakadon

        Recruit: Officially ask someone to join your party. If they accept, you will be able to give them talents. Party members share harvesting level progression. Max party sizes starts at 3 and increases by 1 every level.

        Minor Heal: Slow bleeding and enhance a party member's natural healing ability. Usable every 3 minutes.

        Stamina Boost: Restore 25% of a party member's physical stamina. Usable every 5 minutes.

        Frenzy: Increase a party member's attack speed by 150% for 10 seconds. Usable every 5 minutes.

        Charge: Cause a party member to run at an enemy 100% faster for 5 seconds. Usable every 10 minutes.

        War Cry: Significantly lower the morale of all enemies within 10 feet for 10 seconds. Does not affect massive units. Usable every 30 minutes.

      

      

      My skin tingled by the time I finished reading. On the surface, the battle master class looked fairly bland. But that was only because it was an army-building class. The lack of flash and bang magic was more than made up for by the ability to recruit party members and give them combat specializations. In my eyes, that was worth more than breezing through lower levels with soul-draining black magic. Sacrificing the late game for the early game was a fool's choice.

      I focused on "harvesting level" and a description popped up.

      
        
        Beasts without an inventory have harvesting levels instead. What they drop depends on the harvesting level of the person or party who killed it. Harvesting levels are unique to each type of creature and can be advanced only by killing more of the same type of creature.

      

      

      A careful look through the other classes confirmed my gut instinct: battle master was the best fit for me. Thanks to my gaming experience, I knew how to issue combat commands, give buffs, and engage battles. Sure, it wasn’t the flashiest or sexiest class. But, if all went well, I'd be the leader of a mercenary band in a week's time.

      
        
        CHOOSE BATTLE MASTER CLASS? Y/N

      

      

      I made the decision and suddenly found myself wearing clothes again. The wide-brimmed hat and loose white clothing provided by the class were welcome protection from the scorching sun. Another piercing shriek rang through the air, and I turned my attention to the groaning survivors on the beach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      By all appearances, I had been shipwrecked on a tropical coast with a group of strangers. The beach was a standard starting zone, and it was up to us to band together and fight off the carnivorous lizards coming out of the jungle.

      Some of the survivors crawled on hands and knees. Others sat in a daze. Most of them weren’t moving much at all, and none of them did more than glance in my direction. A tiny green symbol blazed above each of their heads. Close inspection showed it to be what looked like the letter E, written in eldritch handwriting.

      All E-rank, the same as me. I needed to find the strongest one and convince them to join my party. That was the only chance I had at rescuing the screamer. Valheim clearly wanted me to save him. Why else would his screaming start immediately, and the lizards go after only him? He might be someone important, with a really good quest.

      One person stood out among the survivors. A few paces across the hot sand brought me to a fallen giant of a man. He had a large belly, arms the size of my legs, and a mane of shaggy black hair covered in sand. He blinked up at me, and I noticed two small tusks coming up from his lower jaw.

      I extended a hand to help him up. “Come on, then.”

      He stared at my hand for a long moment then gripped my forearm. I had to dig my heels into the sand and lean way back to stop from being pulled over. But then he was on his feet, towering four heads above mine.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Hector,” he said.

      “I’m Paul. You’re the first person I’ve met on what is sure to be a grand and rich adventure. Will you join my party? A month from now we’ll be sharing jokes in the finest manor this kingdom has to offer.”

      Hector brushed sand from his beard and surveyed the beach. “We’re not in a kingdom. This land is untamed. Look there.” He pointed to a mountain range beyond the jungle. “That’s the tip of the Spine. We are deep in the Wild. It will take a month of straight walking to reach the nearest town. Besides,” he said, turning back to regard me, “only a fool would believe such promises. Are you a prince or just a loudmouth?”

      Hector had his wits about him. This was going to be harder than I thought.

      “I’m a battle master, and the only one who can save us from this mess.” I waved in the direction of the screamer, now silent. Three jungle lizards guarded over the body. So much for getting a quest from him. “The jungle is full of those things, and probably worse. Together, we can fight them off. Alone, we die. We need to band together, salvage items, and form a basecamp with natural defenses. Are you with me or not?”

      I cast the Recruit talent that rested ready in my mind and met Hector’s judgmental stare.

      “Fine. I accept your invitation.”

      
        
        Party Member Recruited!

        Party Size: 2

      

      

      “Yes!” I punched the air and smile maniacally. Now I had a person to use my talents on.

      I concentrated on the E hovering above Hector's head and his profile appeared, hovering in the air in front of me.

      
        
        Name: Hector

        Race: Half-ogre/half-human

        Level: 1

        Class: Gardener

        Faction: Doric Republic

        Stamina: High

        Combat Equipment: None

        Combat Talents: None

      

      

      I stifled my disappointment at his lack of combat equipment and talents. Getting a half-ogre was lucky enough, and he seemed smart as well. But I never would have guessed he was a gardener. That’s not the normal type of role video games give to half-ogres. But this wasn’t an ordinary game—if it even was a game—and I had to be very careful with my expectations.

      I had to decide what to put into Hector's four talent slots. I added Charge right away, then lingered over the others. War Cry, Minor Heal, Stamina Boost, and Frenzy all looked viable.

      I put Minor Heal and Frenzy into two more slots, to both keep Hector alive and help him quickly finish off the enemy. After more deliberation, I selected War Cry as his fourth active talent, thinking I could use it to tilt the momentum of a fight in our favor.

      Two more lizards emerged from the jungle. The survivors on the beach edged away, back toward the water. The lizards hissed, forked tongues tasting the air as they stalked forward on stubby legs. Their prey was trapped, and there was no need for them to rush. Thankfully, the three lizards from before had not moved from their position at the far end of the beach. The newly arrived lizards were close enough for me to make out the tiny green E blazing over their heads. That meant we had a good shot at beating them in a fight.

      “Listen up, Hector. We’re going to kill those lizards and save everyone on this beach. Pick up a piece of driftwood and get ready to fight.”

      Hector lumbered over to a pile of flotsam, wrapped one of his hands around a piece of timber half the length of my body and hefted it with ease.

      The lizards sped forward, long claws throwing up plumes of sand as they tasted blood in the air. I cast Charge on Hector. “Attack the one on the left!” I took off in a sprint at the lizard on the right, my hardwood baton ready to swing.

      Hector quickly overtook me, his long stride stomping across the white sand and causing the other survivors, those cowardly bastards, to quickly move aside.

      Hector met the lizard I commanded him to attack, roared, and smashed it in the side with an arcing swing of his club. The lizard tumbled across the sand, but it swiftly recovered and snapped in Hector’s direction, distracting as it squared up to face him for a head-on fight. The other lizard focused on Hector, too, and bit into one of his giant calves.

      I had just enough time to cast Frenzy before I reached the lizard on the right. It had not yet noticed me. I swallowed a lump in my throat and smashed it on the top of its head.

      My hardwood baton practically bounced off the lizard’s skull. It shook its head and snapped at my face. I leapt back and swung wildly. I had to remember that I was really not meant to be fighting. All I could do was hold on until Hector finished off the first lizard.

      My plan was thrown into chaos as the lizard facing Hector dodged an overhead swing and counterattacked with another bite on his bloodied leg.

      I rolled clear of the lizard charging at me, bounced back to my feet and spied the beast taking its time to turn back around. I used the spare moment to cast Minor Heal. The wound on Hector's calf briefly glowed white, and then it stopped bleeding.

      “Hector, swing sideways at the lizard!” I shouted. Anyone with a bit of combat experience would have figured out that his chopping, downward attacks were easy for the lizards to evade, especially because he was so slow to raise his club after every swing.

      Frenzy, Charge, and Minor Heal were all on cooldown. War Cry didn’t seem like a good option, because the lizards were nowhere near defeat. All I could do was issue verbal commands and try to stay alive—a feat I barely managed as I twisted to the side and avoided the worst of the lizard’s next attack.

      But one of its claws cut a deep line across my chest and pushed me in the direction I was twisting. I fell to the white sand in a heap, and the lizard wasted no time stepping on top of me and pinning me with its weight. It flicked its forked tongue over the cut on my chest.

      “Help!” It wasn’t the most specific command, but it was all I could manage.

      The lizard’s hot, rancid breath brought tears to my eyes. I tried to wriggle away, but a snap of its jaws drove curved fangs into my arm. I screamed and watched through blurred vision as it tore at my bleeding flesh.

      I threw sand in its face to no effect. As I wriggled pathetically on my back, my fingers drifted over my baton. I snatched it up and jammed it point-first into the lizard’s mouth, just as it readied to take another bite.

      The lizard made an awful choking sound, and its weight eased off me. I wriggled an arm loose and shuffled my butt back across the sand. But the lizard coughed out the baton and pounced back, pinning me again before I could get far.

      The lizard’s head rocked to the side with a sickening crack. Hector stomped into view and raised his driftwood club with both hands. The tip of it reached right into the sun then swung down, crunching the lizard’s spine and silencing its wail.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 2

        0/3 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      “What took you so long?” I asked, too rattled to care about the level-up at the moment.

      Hector ignored my question. “You’re dying. Don't move. I’m going into the jungle.”
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      The sun was low in the sky by the time Hector returned. He held a bunch of roots, leaves, and vines in his hands. I sat up and moved my hat from where I had placed it to shield my face from the sun. My shoulder was wet with blood, leaking onto the sand.

      Hector looked at me with a grave expression. “You're pale as a ghost. Ten minutes longer and you might have died.”

      “I'm going to live?” My hand shook involuntarily. I was exhausted.

      Hector chose a twisty white root, a puff of yellow moss, and four broad leaves from his jungle harvest and set the rest in a pile on the sand. Holding the ingredients in one hand, he grabbed his club with the other and ground the end of it against the ingredients, using his fist and club like a mortar and pestle. Then he spat into the mess of it and slapped the whole thing over my wound.

      The pain faded away, replaced by a healthy energy. I rose to my feet. “That’s incredible. What did you do?”

      “Jungles have all kinds of medicinal plants. You just need to know where to look.”

      “They don't teach that kind of gardening where I'm from."

      “It will take a few hours for the wound to close. Leave it right there, under your shirt. The spit should make it stay in place.”

      “Gross, but effective. I owe you one, Hector. You saved my life.”

      “You saved mine too. The lizards would have killed us all, if you hadn’t cast your talents on me. And you fought beside me. Most battle masters don't do that.”

      I pushed myself to my feet, careful not to jostle the wad of healing herbs, and walked a few paces to pick up my baton. It had lizard saliva on it, and the sand only did a half-decent job of scraping it off.

      It was time to spend my talent point. I opened Hector's profile and examined the new talent tree tab that had appeared.

      Each of my five active talents had a separate talent tree. The upper-tier talents would remain locked until I spent the correct number of talent points to reach them, and in the correct talent tree branch. All the talents could be upgraded, and entirely new talent trees could be opened by spending a point to unlock its first basic talent.

      

      
        
        Talent Upgrades

        Charge 2: Decrease Charge cooldown by 2 minutes.

        Frenzy 2: Successful Frenzy attacks grant a minor armor bonus to the target's skin for 5 seconds.

        Minor Heal 2: Minor Heal will quickly work to repair damaged sinew.

        War Cry 2: War Cry slows all enemies in the area of effect by 20% for 5 seconds.

        Stamina Boost 2: Stamina Boost also decreases exhaustion caused by physical activities by 50% for the next 2 minutes.

      

        

      
        New Talent Options

        Icy Breath: Freeze a single enemy in place for 10 seconds. Usable every 20 minutes.

        Spirit Shield: Deplete the target’s physical stamina, root them, and provide them with a light magical shielding aura for 5 minutes. Replaces any pre-existing magical shielding effects. Cannot be used again until the shield is gone.

        Sky Toss: Toss the nearest enemy into the air and five feet in any direction. Does not work on massive units. Usable every 20 minutes.

        Sniper: Temporarily increase ranged attack accuracy by 50% for 1 minute. Usable every 10 minutes.

        Enflame: Stick a flame on the allied target’s chest that explodes after 5 seconds, dealing damage to the target and all enemies within three feet. Usable every 10 minutes.

      

      

      Turning Hector into a robust tank was my top priority, so upgrading an existing talent made more sense than unlocking a new one. But what kind of tank did I want to build? Frenzy 2 would help him kill enemies faster, which would also keep me safe. Minor Heal 2 would obviously be a huge upgrade, especially if we were in a prolonged fight. The other options were also viable.

      After thinking it over, I decided that my biggest concern was being swarmed and overrun by lizards or other jungle beasts. AOE, that is area of effect, crowd control was the only way to begin to counter that type of attack, which left me with one talent option: War Cry 2. It would allow me to exert control over the enemy in an open battle, while also being useful against an ambush, or in the case of a party member running for their life.

      A few of the shipwrecked survivors had become more alert, watching Hector and I from where they rested on the sand. Three of them picked through the flotsam, looking to salvage what they could. The three lizards from before remained on guard over the body at the far end of the beach. I glared at them hatefully, and with a tinge of fear. It felt impossible that I had charged one of those lizards so recklessly. That was certainly a lesson learned.

      “What happens when someone dies?” I suddenly asked Hector.

      He shrugged. “I don’t think anyone knows. Dead is dead, right? Unless you deal in the dark arts.”

      I was not completely convinced that the people from Valheim lived and died by the same rules as outsiders like myself. Maybe Hector would respawn, whereas I would not. But to be safe, I assumed that dying in Valheim meant real death. That certainly matched what the doctor had said.

      I took in the surrounding area. There appeared to be a wooden structure down the coastline, on a hill next to the jungle.

      “You said this is the Wild, right?” I asked Hector.

      “Aye.”

      I pointed down the coastline. “There's some kind of settlement. Do you think we can trust it?”

      Hector rested his club over his shoulder and eyed the jungle. “I don’t know. We're far from civilization. We should be very cautious. There are creatures worse than lizards out there.”

      “Did you see any?”

      “No, I didn’t go in far enough, and it’s not night," he said, as if explaining something obvious.

      “We'll use the daylight the best we can," I said. I pointed to a crate floating not too far offshore, with “CARGO” stamped on the side in thick black letters. “Can you bring that to shore?”

      “I suppose.” Hector dropped his club and stomped into the water, moving slowly through the lapping waves.

      I slid my baton through a leather loop in my belt and turned my attention back to the immediate area. I felt much improved since the lizard fight, but the wretched beast had almost killed me. I had to remember my vulnerability, especially with Hector plodding through the water.

      I walked over to the dead lizards and focused on one.

      
        
        HARVEST? Y/N

      

      

      I accepted and two panels appeared in front of me. The first one showed my equipped items overlaid on my body. The second panel was a 5x5 grid where items could be placed and stored. In my inventory, I found six chunks of lizard meat and twelve sharp lizard teeth. The items automatically stacked on top of each other up to a maximum of ten items per inventory slot, saving space. Out of curiosity, I tried to place the dead lizard into my inventory. A message hovered in front of me for a couple of seconds, confirming my suspicion.

      
        
        Size Restriction: Item Rejected from Inventory Placement

      

      

      While I couldn't put any item into my inventory, I was delighted to find that I didn't actually feel the weight of the items successfully stowed away. I did, however, feel the weight of my clothes and baton. Strength training would be necessary for me to wear a full suit of armor.

      I walked down the beach and helped people to their feet as I came across them. There was no time to chat and exchange names. I said, "Follow me. We need to get everyone together," before moving on.

      By the end of it, I had met all fourteen of the shipwrecked survivors, and three of them followed me. The rest picked through the wreckage, talked in small groups, and anxiously went back and forth between watching the three lizards and the jungle.

      Hector trudged out of the water with the crate held up against his chest and dropped it at my feet.

      
        
        OPEN CRATE? Y/N

      

      

      I opened it and found a leather cap, a blank scroll of parchment, and a spyglass. I grabbed the spyglass and parchment scroll for myself and let Hector take the cap. He equipped it right away, and I noted that the cap automatically adjusted its size to fit his head.

      With that done, it was time to gather everyone on the beach and organize. The three survivors following me made us five in total.

      The first survivor was an elderly gnome wearing a tattered robe. He clutched a thin staff with an arthritic hand.

      Second was a human woman with short black hair, narrow eyes, and a thin scar on her cheek. She had high cheekbones and long legs covered by leather pants. Her upper body was protected from the sun by a white blouse, and a black bandana hung loosely around her neck.

      Third was a muscular human with sturdy ram’s horns curling down from the top of his head, standing only a bit shorter than Hector. He wore an open green vest with metal buttons over his bare torso and billowy pants that looked like pajamas.

      These three walked with their chins high; a good sign of courage. With any luck, they would still be alive by the time I could recruit them.

      I was about to address them when I caught sight of a tall man with long black hair, a dirty cape with a hole in it, and a rapier at his hip quickly gathering the other survivors into a group. He shook hands and smiled like a politician, quickly winning them over and moving on. In two minutes, he had formed his own group, eleven strong to my five, and made his way over to us.

      “My name is Richard,” he said. “I am—was—the first mate of our poor ship. Will you join us? We're going to set up camp.”

      I broke my gaze from his rapier. “Where were you when the lizards attacked?” I asked, barely masking my hostility. Everyone watched in silence, eyes tracking between Richard and I as we exchanged words.

      “In the jungle, tracking our captain,” Richard said. “He was taken by a band of orcs. I fear for his life. We'll send out a search party first thing next morning. What is your name? I heard you fought… bravely," he said with a soft smirk, hidden from the people behind him. He turned to Hector. “Ah, here he is. The one who saved us. How can we ever repay you?”

      “The battle master saved you, not me,” Hector replied.

      Richard laughed. “You are too humble. We all saw what happened, right?” The survivors behind him nodded and called out in agreement. “Well, we are together now. That is all that matters. And as the captain has been kidnapped, I have appointed myself leader of the group.” He rested his hand casually on the hilt of his rapier and smiled coldly at me.

      Richard stepped past me to stand directly in front of Hector. “Come on, join us. We need to band together.”

      Hector shook his head. “I stay with Paul.”

      Richard’s smile fell flat in an instant. “Very well. You will not be welcome in our camp then, and do not cross our path.”

      “Wait,” I said as he turned on his heel. I swallowed my pride and continued to force the words out. “You’re right, we need to stick together. Let us join you.” I had missed out on recruiting another party member before Richard’s arrival. That sucked. Now I had to do whatever it took to remain with the larger group.

      "Good," said Richard. "You can start by searching the jungle for water." He turned to the others. "We make camp here tonight. Gather what's washed up on shore. We'll use it for a bonfire."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Hector and I walked where the giant vines and ferns were least dense, a path likely formed by the lizards when they left their den to visit the beach. With night approaching, more animals had become active, leaving their nests to chirp and rustle in the jungle canopy.

      Entering the jungle as the sun was setting felt a lot like a suicide mission. Richard would have a far easier time controlling the group without me to argue against. I sure as hell felt that way about him, but I wasn’t going to kill him unless it was in self-defense. Having an ally and a rapier would be better than having a rapier and no ally. Besides, it was true that we needed everyone we could to get through this. I had to think long term. Beyond the first night, we would have to trek through the jungle until we found some kind of settlement.

      I needed to win Richard over. Then the rest of the survivors would follow. But for the time being, I had to go along with his orders and hope that he didn’t get all of us killed.

      “How much longer?” Hector asked.

      “Let’s give it another twenty minutes.” Since entering the jungle, we had been slowly walking along the trodden path. I had zero wilderness or navigational talents. Even if I knew my way around a jungle on Earth, that would not necessarily be reliable in Valheim.

      We stepped as quietly as possible on the giant fronds left bent on the dirt by the lizards. Our eyes and ears were open and weapons at the ready in case something leapt out at us. Hector’s club also did a heck of a job pushing over the stalks of giant jungle plants.

      There was no way we were finding water without at least a full day ahead of us, and more people to make sure we didn’t get pounced on by predators. I was thirsty, and I was sure my hollow, gurgling stomach could be heard by anything in a ten-foot radius. But I’d read somewhere that humans can last a few days without water, and about a week without food. Live today, search for water tomorrow.

      I eyed the canopy of leaves far above us, the ferns at my waist, and the roots snarling out of the ground. It was hard not to get spooked in the jungle. Leaves constantly rustled, birds cried loudly, and there was a suspicious lack of visible animals. Not that I had been in a jungle before, or knew how a jungle in Valheim was supposed to be.

      A high-pitched yowl cut through the air, so close that my head rang. “Up the tree!” I said as loud as I dared. We had already risked the jungle for too long. It had been foolish to think we would remain undetected. The fight with the lizards had almost been the end of us, and that had been on the open sand.

      Moss covered the ancient jungle tree. The trunk was as wide as my one-bedroom apartment back on earth. Hector scrabbled up the sloping bark and got his hands on the lowest branch. He hung there, and I used his back like a ladder to get up. But Hector was too heavy to pull himself up, and he slid back down the trunk to the bottom of the tree. He planted his feet with his back to the tree and held his club at the ready.

      Leaves rustled in the forest in front of him. I looked around and saw another branch, lower to the ground on the far side of the tree. “You can get up on the other side,” I told Hector hurriedly.

      He circled around the tree, never turning his back to the jungle. I held Frenzy in mind, ready to use it at a moment's notice. But Hector reached the branch and pulled himself up. It seemed that whatever creature had made that sound saw Hector’s size and decided to go for easier prey.

      A series of corded vines ran up the tree in all different sizes. We tested their durability by grabbing one and doing a quick pull-up. When the vines held strong for both of us, we began climbing the tree. We used the chunky old bark for footholds and climbed until my forearms burned with exhaustion.

      We moved from the vines to another branch, this one about twenty feet in the air but still well below the jungle canopy. The last red rays of the setting sun filtered through the leaves around us, while the jungle floor turned dark.

      I froze in place as a terrifying thought occurred to me. "Hector, the rank icons above our heads are a dead giveaway. Is there a way to hide them?"

      The half-ogre chuckled. "What an odd question. No, not unless you have a talent for it. But I think we'll be OK. Our ranks can't be seen until our bodies are seen, right?"

      "Oh, right. Of course," I replied, relieved to know the E above my head wasn't a shining beacon for every creature in the jungle.

      Hector walked out further on the wide branch, careful not to slip on the dark green moss. His wide bare feet kept him balanced, and he stopped and sat down in the middle of the branch, facing the trunk. His club rested below, left behind when he’d started to climb.

      We sat back to back, and I settled my gaze on the nearby trees. It was a far leap from the nearest one to our branch, but perhaps not too far for a jaguar.

      An hour passed without incident, and our vigilance faded.

      "Where do you come from?” Hector asked. "I don't recall seeing you aboard."

      “Another world,” I said, struggling to find an answer. “I was sent here by a… wizard who captured me.”

      Hector snorted. “Fine, don’t tell me."

      "The truth is, I don't remember anything since I washed up on shore," I said, thinking quick on my feet. "What about you? Where do you come from?"

      Hector frowned. "That's unfortunate. Also highly unlikely, given you don't have a serious head wound. But you can keep your secrets. I'm from Metra. It's a medium-sized city in the Doric Republic. I work as a Gardener at the Biotelma."

      I nodded as if I'd understood anything he'd said. "Do you have family?"

      "Work doesn't allow it. Maybe I'll settle down once I'm a journeyman, and they increase my stipend. That should be in two to three years, depending on how my research goes."

      "I've been there," I said, remembering my years cooped up in a classroom. "Making money in the working world is way better."

      Hector raised his eyebrows in surprise. "Oh? Where did you study?"

      "I can't remember the location exactly. It was near a forest."

      "Ah, yes. Your memory. Maybe it was traumatic shock."

      I yawned. "Your guess is as good as mine. I’ll take first watch." I had all the information I needed from him at the moment. Best to leave him be, and hope he still had some patience left for me in the morning. He was still in my party, and I intended to keep it that way.

      Hector nodded. His chin dipped down to his chest, and soon he was snoring.

      Without anything to occupy my mind, the feeling of utter dryness in my mouth and throat took over my awareness. I gulped and tightened my grip on my hardwood baton. The sky was mostly hidden by branches and leaves, but one hole in the canopy revealed stars brightly sparkling above. But they, too, were foreign to me, and I felt very much a stranger in a strange, hostile land.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks before I had time to stop them. I stifled a sob with my arm, careful not to wake Hector. I sniffed softly, took a few shuddering breaths, and collected my composure.

      I just had to make it through the next couple of days. Everything would get better once I had a full party, a base, and some decent equipment. That was what I told myself as I drifted to sleep, fifteen minutes after Hector and well before the end of my watch.
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      A piercing screech cut through the humid jungle air. Tropical birds warbled in alarm and flapped off from branches around where Hector and I had fallen asleep. Aggressive grunts followed, and the sound of smacking on wood. My eyes went wide, brain scrambling to transition from sleep to adrenaline-fueled combat.

      Hector jumped to his feet and shook his head to bring himself fully awake.

      I turned, baton at the ready. An E-rank baboon covered in long black hair and sporting large yellow fangs jumped up and down on our branch by the tree trunk, slapping its feet and clawed hands against the wood as it screeched a challenge at us.

      The crouching beast only rose to a little bit higher than my hip, but I had listened to enough podcasts back on Earth to know that it packed more muscle than two bodybuilders juiced to the gills. Assuming, of course, that Valheim followed a rough rubric of Earth’s ecosystem, which so far appeared to be the case.

      The baboon was clearly itching for a fight. Judging from Hector’s grim frown and the bags under his eyes, he was more than willing to make it happen.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said. “I think we’re intruding on its territory.”

      Hector didn’t move. “No. It might follow us through the jungle and attract more of them. We need to scare it off.”

      I wasn’t in a position to argue. Hector was a resident of Valheim, after all. “Right. Good idea.”

      I was still puffy-eyed from sleep and had more than a couple of cobwebs in my head. It was good to know it had no effect on my ability to use talents. I cast Charge without trouble, and Hector took off down the branch. His heavy footsteps threw up the dried moss and made the jungle leaves and vines hanging above gently shake.

      The baboon did not like that. It threw its chest out and pounded on it like a little gorilla, then roared with impressive bravery.

      Hector didn’t even use his club. He booted the baboon like a football with his huge foot, sending it arcing comically through the air. The baboon disappeared into a giant-purple fern on the jungle floor. All was still, then the baboon scampered away on all fours, into the dense interior.

      “Nicely done,” I said. “We should get back to camp and cook the lizard meat. I’m starving.”

      “Aye. Let's hope they kept a better watch."

      Chances were high that Hector would side with Richard upon our return. Our little jungle expedition had been a messy waste of time from the very beginning. Anyone’s nerves would be on edge, especially after recently surviving a shipwreck and lizard attack, and going without food and water for a day.

      Our time was precious. I had messed up, choosing to cowardly walk in circles through the jungle and then hide in a tree, when I should have led us back to camp, or at least explored the very edge of the jungle.

      I stifled a sigh. It wouldn’t help to beat myself up over that mistake. Hector and I had still had the lizard meat. That was definitely going to be worth a lot to the other survivors, even if we had failed in finding a water supply.

      Hector grabbed the thick vines with both hands and eased off the branch first. I went after him, and we slowly shimmied down the vine with our backs to the air. We were halfway to the bottom branch when the baboon shrieked at us again from a neighboring tree.

      If this is the baboon’s territory, water must be nearby. The thought brightened my mood. I even chuckled at the baboon’s posturing.

      My chuckling stopped as a chorus of shrieks erupted from the jungle around us. The noise came from every direction. We were surrounded.

      “Run!” I shouted.

      We headed right into the bush. Hector took the lead with a long, heavy stride, batting aside the plants in our path as he barreled through. A pack of angry baboons followed us from the trees, screeching down at us. Four of the beasts loped across the jungle floor on all fours.

      A baboon leapt down from a tree into Hector’s path. Two more quickly followed, but Hector batted the first one with his club, sending it tumbling across the ground.

      Another baboon tripped me with a swipe of its paw. I sprawled to the ground, stunned. Hector stopped and swung his club in a horizontal arc over my head, buying me time to get to my feet. But by then the baboons had surrounded us. There was no escape.

      We found refuge against the trunk of a massive tree. Roots twisted around us, providing a natural shield from the flanking baboons. Hector and I brandished our weapons as the beasts swept down from the branches above. Close to twenty of them amassed around the tree trunk.

      But the baboons had been careless, and they were not the jungle kings they had made themselves out to be. A sound like knives on leather cut through their racket. The baboons yelped and turned tail, but not all of them got away in time.

      A gigantic python slipped out of the bush and caught a baboon by the ankle. The letter D blazed in blue eldritch above its head, alongside the name Rasklis. The python unhinged its jaw, and the little baboon went down into the depths of its throat.

      I stood stock-still, tensed with chills racing up and down my spine.

      The python moved fast over the ground, hissing with pleasure as its fangs sunk into one last baboon. It engulfed the poor creature, not even bothering to constrict the life out of it first. Then the python slid back into the wall of green vegetation, two lumps inside of it. My knees trembled in fear, but I remained clear-headed enough to notice a blood-red, trident-shaped brand near the tip of its tail.

      All was still and quiet. A minute passed. I gulped and took a slinking step forward. Hector’s face was sickly white. “Hey, you all right?” I whispered. “We need to get back to camp.”

      Hector nodded.

      “Lift your club and follow me," I said. "The beach is this way."
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      Good luck finally came our way. My nerves were so on edge that I didn’t know it was raining until fat water droplets splashed off plant fronds and branches, drowning out the noise of jungle birds and chirping bugs. The downpour drenched my clothes in a second, giving cool relief from the humid inner-jungle heat.

      At first, Hector and I stood with our mouths open, drinking as much water as we could. Then I had the good idea to tear a leaf from a large fern and use it to collect the water. Bending the leaf in the middle directed the water to my mouth. I did this until I drank my fill.

      Half an hour later, we broke through the edge of the jungle and stumbled back to camp. Everything was the same as when we had left, except for a pile of flotsam Richard's group had gathered. They had been unsuccessful in lighting a fire.

      “So, you’re back. Where's the water?” Richard asked with a scowl.

      I smiled and walked past him. It was time I took control of the situation, and I knew just how to do it.

      “Listen up!” I shouted with authority at the other survivors. They startled and paused what they were doing. “Someone has made camp to the south. We are going to follow the shoreline until we get there. That’s where we will sleep tonight. Tomorrow morning, those who are up for it will join me on a proper expedition to find water. Do you understand?” Several survivors nodded. “Good. I have enough meat for everyone, but first we need to reach that camp. Staying out here is no good. Let’s get a move on.”

      I waited until they were all on their feet then started walking south. I didn’t look back.

      We knew the camp had been abandoned by the time we reached the base of the hill. The first giveaway was the overgrown path that led up to the open front gate. But more noticeably, the palisade surrounding the camp on the top of the hill was broken in a number of places.

      I stopped and closely examined the gate. It was made of two solid wood doors, each one easily a hundred pounds in weight. Someone had dug two holes in the ground just inside. Two iron bolts lay nearby, likely scrap metal from a previous shipwreck. A huge beam of wood lay on the earth next to it, dislodged from where it should have barred the gate.

      The survivors filtered through and into the camp. They naturally found their places around a sizeable firepit ringed by many small stones. Branches rose up around it like the fingers of a giant, partially buried skeletal hand. I guessed that they had once been used to hold up an awning.

      There was little else inside the camp. More sticks stuck up out of the ground in odd places, perhaps the remnants of makeshift tents. Then I saw the anvil. It was overly large and grossly misshaped, but it had clearly been used for crafting metal. Iron scraps lay scattered around it, along with a broken hammer. Its surface was marred with scratches and nicks.

      “Hector, fill your inventory with all the metal you can find.”

      "Aye," he said, and went about the task.

      I headed to the gaps in the palisade and found the mud marked with what looked to be human footprints. There were more on the outside of the palisade, confirming that the camp had been inhabited by a group not that long ago.

      I joined the rest of the survivors by the firepit. Richard saw me coming and split off from the group he had been talking to. It was obvious that he was plotting against me. Besides being the only one with lizard meat, the best way to deal with him was to project authority.

      I spoke to the group as Richard approached. “I believe this camp was recently attacked. Some of us should stay behind tomorrow to build defenses."

      “You’re giving a lot of orders for someone who came back empty-handed,” said Richard. He leaned against one of the branches stuck in the ground.

      I walked right up and stared him down. “Hector and I saved you all from the lizards. We searched for water and survived the night in the jungle. Then I came up with a plan to make it through the next couple of days. What have you done, besides complain?”

      “Followed through on my promises. You said you would find water. Where is it? And what were you doing in the jungle all that time? Do you have any meat, or is that also a lie?” Richard stopped leaning on the branch and squared his body in front of mine. “And to think you’re still taking credit for defeating the lizards. Astounding.”

      I could have smirked at Richard. I could have rubbed in his face how wrong he was. Instead, I simply turned and spoke loud enough for everyone to hear. “Hector, how much meat did we collect?”

      “Six big pieces. Should I start the fire?”

      I blinked. “Yes, go ahead."

      The rain still poured down around us. Hector went over to the fire pit and walked its perimeter. He stopped at a stone more blackened than the others and wiped its surface with his hand until the ash was gone. “Fire,” he commanded. Nothing happened. He rubbed his thick brow and looked at me. “I don’t know the password.”

      “Let me try,” said the muscular human with horns. “Flame. Camp. Tullo.” He shook his head and sat down again.

      I wanted to ask what the hell they were doing, but I thought I had the gist of it. The stone was some kind of rune that could be activated to start a campfire, even in the rain. Unfortunately for us, the password was not a generic one used in good faith by travelers. Someone had given the rune a password that newcomers wouldn't know. Why?

      The wizened gnome tried and failed. Richard tried and failed. I went up next and put my palm flat on the stone in the way they had done and focused all of my attention on the lines cut into the stone. “Earth.”

      The stone warmed beneath my hand, and a red glow lit deep in the bed of ash. As the stone continued to heat up, spreading its warmth to the fire pit, a chunk of dirt packed against the stone crumbled, revealing a worn edge of leather. Careful not to disturb the stone, I reached down and unearthed a small leather-bound journal.

      The survivors drew close, holding their hands to the warmth. The fire was small, tempered by the rain from reaching its true size. But it was more than enough to make the survivors smile. Even Richard wore a look of relief.

      I added the journal to my inventory for later viewing. “All right, everyone. Grab six branches. We’ll use them as skewers."

      I removed the raw chunks of lizard meat one at a time from my inventory and, with Hector's help, tore them into quarters. The survivors waited patiently in a queue until they received their share, then rushed to cook it in the fire.

      My mouth watered as soon as meat hit the flame. I'd never been so hungry in my life. The meat was barely seared by the time the survivors pulled their sticks out and began to eat. No one cared for manners. Everyone bit into the meat right off their stick, tearing with teeth and hands to get their fill. The horned man and Richard shared one stick, alternating bites. The others did the same. I invited the gnome in the tattered robe to join Hector and I, and we ate until the meat was all gone.

      Many of the survivors fell asleep in the mud minutes after. The sun had not yet set, and I was far from sleepy. I sat against the palisade on my own and withdrew the journal from my inventory. It appeared in my hand, exactly where I wanted it. I grinned at the small convenience. My grin turned into a chuckle, and I had to force myself not to start a full-on laugh. Get it together. It's only been a day and you're already losing it.

      The first page of the journal read, “Property of Carl Gaulvin.” I flipped the page and raised my other arm to protect the paper as much as I could from the rain.

      
        
        Day 1: Damn those scientists. As soon as I’m out of this stupid game, I’m going to call the UN and report them all for human rights abuse. They’re going to rot in prison.

        

        Day 2: I chose the wrong class. Artificer sucks. Whoever is reading this, I hope you didn’t choose it too. We lost half our group on the first day. The lizards are stronger than we thought.

        

        Day 3: I figured out how to make stuff out of wood. The group likes that and follow me for now. They want to find a way through the mountains, but that’s a dumb idea. We need to make a raft and paddle our way down the coast. There’s no way I’m going in that jungle.

        

        Day 4: Thank God it rained. I thought I was going to die of thirst. We killed some birds and ate them raw. Raft plan is a bust. I tried convincing the group, but they don’t want to go out on the water again. I told them I wouldn’t go in the jungle, so we are about to start walking down the beach.

        

        Day 5: There is a camp here, but it’s really, really old. I fixed it up a bit, but I can’t do much until I level up. I need to keep building things for more experience. The group collected metal from the beach. I’ll try using it tomorrow with the anvil.

        

        Day 6: We were attacked last night. I don’t know what it was, but it came in through a gap in the wall. It killed a woman and dragged her off. Horrible sounds. Tomorrow we will go looking for her.

        

        Day 7: The jungle is not safe. A bunch of baboons nearly killed us. All we got was a few branches. I’ve been working all day making spiked sticks for everyone. I also used a talent to make a hearthstone. I made the password “Earth.”. Now we have fire. Still can’t use the anvil. Lots of work to do.

        

        Day 12: I’ve lost a lot of weight. All of us are getting too weak to fight. Orcs are pounding on the gate. It won’t be long now.

        

        Day 13: Two of us made it through the night. We never should have camped here. I’m leaving for the mountains at noon. If you’re reading this, get out of there. The orcs attack with their beasts over and over. They must have seen our fire on the first night and tracked it to the camp.

        

      

      “Put out the fire!” I shouted, and let the journal fall to the mud. All the survivors were asleep except Hector and the gnome. They looked at me in bewilderment as I touched the hearthstone. “Earth,” I commanded. The fire dwindled and went out. “Hector, with me,” I ordered. He took up his club and followed, no questions asked.
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      The gnome was not pleased about the fire going out. “I say, why did you do that? It’s still raining, you know. I don’t want to die of a chill.”

      I pointed at him. “You're with us.”

      The gnome’s bushy eyebrows rose in surprise, but he walked after me, staff holding up his hunched body as he made his way across the muddy hilltop.

      I picked up the journal and showed it to them. “I found this under the hearthstone. Read the last entry.”

      The gnome glanced over the text. “Well, that spells trouble. Shouldn’t we be leaving?”

      Hector shook his head. He had read the entry from over the gnome's shoulder. “No, it’s too late. They may already be coming for us. Leaving now would put us out in the open. We have to stay here tonight.” He looked at me to confirm.

      “Exactly. In a minute we'll rouse the others and tell them everything. We have to erect a defense, and quickly. Hector, can you let me up on your shoulders?”

      He agreed, bending down so I could sit on top. When he stood, I could see over the top of the palisade. I withdrew the spyglass from my inventory and used it to watch the edge of the jungle. Thankfully, the moon and stars illuminated the clearing between the hill and jungle in a silver sheen of light.

      “Anything?” the gnome asked anxiously.

      “No. Keep watch while I get the others.” I handed the spyglass to the gnome, and he took his place on Hector’s shoulders.

      I shook Richard until he woke. He was slow to open his eyes, but they went wide when he saw me staring down at him. “What is it?”

      “Over here. We need to talk.” He followed me to the anvil, and I showed him the journal.

      “This is your fault,” said Richard. “You led us here. I told you we should have searched for the captain.”

      “None of that matters right now. We are about to be attacked. Do you understand?”

      Richard pursed his lips and nodded.

      “We’re going to have to work together,” I said. “I don’t want to lose anyone tonight, and that includes you.”

      “Fine,” he grudgingly replied, and turned back to the firepit.

      I strode past Richard and reached the gathering first. “Wake up, everyone!” I shouted. Richard and I went around waking up each survivor. They were deeply asleep. The woman with the scar grabbed my hand when I shook her. Her grip was so tight that I thought she might break something. She eyed me with a blank expression, then let go when she recognized my face.

      Once they were all awake, I explained everything all over again. Predictably, some of them panicked and wanted to leave right then.

      “And where will you go?” I asked harshly. “The light is already fading. Whatever is out there knows we are here and is headed this way. Do you want to meet them out there?” I gestured in the direction of the darkening jungle.

      “We have the advantage,” I continued. “We know the enemy is coming, and we will be ready. Remember that I’m a battle master. Hector and I will protect you.”

      “He’s right,” said Richard unexpectedly. “Our best chance is to wait for them here. We have the high ground.”

      I nodded. “You've all just ate and had a wink of sleep. It’s time to work. I want you all to grab the branches stuck in the ground here and stick them in the ground where there are gaps in the wall.” They all kept staring at me. “I mean now. Get to it.”

      I caught the gnome's attention before he joined the others. “What’s your name?”

      “Peniwald. I’ve lost my glasses. I don’t know how much help I’ll be. Oh, I don’t want to die!”

      “None of that,” I said, cutting him off before he started to wail and frighten everyone. “Can you write?”

      “Of course I can,” he replied, sniffling a little. “I’m a registered scribe at Ragandia’s National Archive.”

      “Good.” I handed him the journal. “You're our account now. Listen to me, Peniwald. We’re going to survive the night. Tomorrow, we'll find water and food and bring it back to camp. We need you record everything that is collected and consumed. That way we can ration properly. I’m counting on you.”

      Peniwald gulped and nodded. “You can count on me, battle master.” Hope glimmered in his eyes for the first time since he had read the journal. He snapped it shut and tucked it inside his tattered, salt-damaged robe. “You there!” He called to a nearby man. “Move that stick to the left! That gap is much too big…”

      I smiled and eyed the remaining survivors. I still hadn't met most of them. Only the woman with the scar and the man with horns stood out as strong characters. The rest looked frightened to death and like they didn't know what they were doing.

      I shook my head. I needed to focus on the task at hand and find a way to secure the front gate. That was the most obvious place of attack.

      Fortunately, the heavy gate doors still worked. But they couldn't be locked shut. The short wooden stubs where the beam should’ve dropped in place had been torn off, and there was no obvious way to reaffix the small metal bolts to the bottom of the doors.

      Every branch was needed for the holes in the wall, and the anvil was obviously too heavy to move. We had nothing to work with besides the giant beam. I was mulling over the problem of how to secure the front gate when Hector stumbled in the mud. He quickly caught himself on the gate’s large wooden frame.

      An idea sparked in my head. “We’re not going to bar the gate,” I muttered mostly to myself.

      “Why not?” Hector asked. He scanned the land below with my spyglass.

      "We still have time before the attack. Help me dig a pit.”

      “With what?”

      “Your hands, and this,” I said, and dropped the hammer head I had found by the forge. “We have to work fast. Peniwald! I need you to keep an eye out over here.”

      It was hard to dig into the earth. The mud only went so deep. I ended up destroying my fingernails, while Hector did the bulk of the work. He threw out huge chunks of dirt at a time, using the head of the hammer with surprising efficiency. I realized at some point that this was his element. It just like digging in a garden bed.

      At one point, the scarred woman came over. She peered into the pit with her hands crossed over her chest. She walked around it, passing next to me then Hector. “What are you going to cover it with?” she finally asked.

      “Balls if I know,” I grunted. “How about you help?”

      She grunted back at me, then hopped down into the pit. It was four feet deep when she joined us and six feet deep by the time we finished and pulled ourselves out. Virtually all of the work had been done by Hector, who hardly looked tired at all. My breath came ragged, and I was glad to see the woman with the scar looked a bit tired too. Her hands were at least as scratched and bleeding as mine.

      “How was that?” I asked, and took a few seconds to catch my breath.

      “Not the kind of work I signed up for,” she said.

      “What’s your name? I’m Paul. You know Hector already. The gnome is Peniwald.”

      “I’m Victoria, from Helmuth.”

      “You’re from Amarul?” Hector asked.

      “Yeah. What of it?” she asked.

      “I’ve never met someone from Amarul. Your people don’t travel much.”

      “A mistake I plan to fix. Take a look at this.” She took a scroll from inside her tunic and unrolled it for us to see. I glanced at the first line. The penmanship was extravagantly ornate.

      
        
        Countess Frederine hereby grants her envoy, Victoria van Helmuth, the right to pass through foreign lands in search of trade partners in all manner of industry.

      

      

      “The empire is prepared to open itself up to trade,” Victoria explained. “It will be the first time since the Dresoch Rebellion. I am one of many envoys sent to make this happen.”

      Peniwald blew a high whistle. “Wow!” he exclaimed. “Where were you heading?”

      “Palengrada, by way of Outran and Ravenscourt.”

      “Ah, I always wanted to make a trip like that in my youth. I remember—oh. The rain stopped.”

      I rose to my feet. “All the more reason to find water first thing tomorrow. You’ll have to save your questions for another time. Right now, I need help taking down these doors. Peniwald, keep watch on the jungle.”

      “What are you doing? We should all be inside,” said Richard, from the inside the camp. The other survivors had finished blocking the gaps in the palisade and were sitting around anxiously.

      “Soon,” I replied.

      Hector bent the hinges on the doors with a dozen thundering blows of his club. Then all of us except Peniwald pulled on the doors, making the iron hinges even looser. Hector smashed on them a bit more, and then the doors to the gate collapsed with a loud thump. I could tell by his frown that Richard was not pleased, perhaps only because I didn’t consult with him first.

      “Good," I said. "Now we’re going to cover the gap.”

      “Why dig it, if you’re just going to cover it up?” Richard asked.

      “It’s a trap, obviously,” Victoria replied.

      “That’s it,” I said. "Give me a hand and I'll show you."

      Richard watched with crossed arms while Victoria, Hector, and I moved one of the doors to rest flat over the pit. Then we turned it on an angle, so that two of the wooden corners hung over empty space.

      "It's a bit obvious, isn't it?" Victoria asked.

      Hector threw a handful of mud onto the door.

      I grinned. "That's it. We'll cover it with mud and grass. The lizards won't think twice about running onto it."

      "And straight into our camp," said Richard.

      Rather than bandy words with him, I checked to make sure he was watching and stepped onto the door. My weight immediately destabilized it, causing it to swing and dump me inside the pit.

      "Are you all right?" Hector asked. He moved the door aside and reached down to help me out.

      "Just fine," I said. I looked around for Richard, but he was already gone.

      "I think you annoyed him," said Victoria.

      I shrugged. "That seems to be his way. Let's set the trap again and cover it. Then I need to talk with the others."
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      The rain had stopped, and now the fire blazed taller than Hector. The group of survivors stood near it, scared of the dark, and I used the opportunity to address them all.

      “I need to recruit another party member,” I said. “Who among you can fight?”

      The gathered survivors looked at each other, but none took me up on my offer.

      “Do you know what a battle master is?" I asked. "I can use my talents on you, but only if you join my party. I would invite you all, but I'm only level two. I have room for one more.”

      “We know what it is,” said the horned man gruffly.

      “Then what’s the problem? Look, I don’t care if you want to leave right after. For the sake of survival, let me use my talents on you for the battle tonight.”

      “There aren’t any battle masters here,” the horned man bluntly replied.

      I was getting tired of this. “Explain.”

      Peniwald spoke up. “He means to say that battle masters are extremely powerful and important people. Frankly, you don’t seem to be either of those.”

      "Not to mention it takes decades to become one," said the horned man.

      I smiled. “Oh, yeah? There is a simple way to prove it. If I can recruit any of you to join my party, that means I must be a battle master, right? No other class can do that.”

      Victoria walked up to me with her chin held high. “Fine. Recruit me, then.”

      I gave her a flat stare and cast Recruit. Victoria’s eyes went wide, and she quickly accepted the invitation. She kept staring at me. I awkwardly glanced away, and when I turned back, she was still staring at me with an awestruck expression on her face.

      “Are you OK?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied, her anger barely held in check. She stomped over to Hector. “You! Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Hector looked up at her blankly. “I told you.”

      “We thought you were joking, idiot! ‘The battle master saved you, not me,’” she said, mimicking what Hector had told to them on the beach. “Of course we didn’t believe you!”

      Hector shrugged.

      Victoria spun on her heels and went to one of the partially barred gaps in the palisade. The survivors had done a good job and buried the sticks deep in the ground. They didn’t move as Victoria leaned on one, lost in thought. “I don’t suppose you would lend me your rapier, Richard?” she asked, turning to face him. The moon played beautifully off her face, making her scar stand out proud across her high cheek bone.

      “That’s not happening,” Richard replied.

      “Come on,” she coaxed. “I bet I know how to use it better than you.”

      Richard’s voice darkened. “Not happening." He moved his hand over the rapier's hilt.

      “Oh, well,” Victoria sighed. She plopped down next to the fire with the others, suddenly carefree again.

      “I can only help us survive,” I said to both Victoria and the group. “But my class is nothing compared to all of us working together.” I gestured at the palisade and the pit at the front entrance. “I couldn’t have done any of this on my own.”

      “We are grateful for your talents,” said Richard diplomatically. He glanced at me briefly before looking away. It was enough to see the raw envy in his eyes.

      A sound of deep scratching came from the other side of the palisade. Everyone went quiet and glanced at each other to confirm the sound hadn’t been in their head. The popping fire broke the silence, and Victoria quietly stepped to the section of the palisade where the noise came from. I pointed at Hector, signaling him to get ready. He rose to a crouch with one hand on the ground, his other hand holding his club.

      “Gah!” Peniwald gasped. “Th-there!” he stuttered. I followed the direction of his shaking finger and faced one of the gaps barred by the branches. I caught sight of the giant cat before it slinked out of sight, back behind the solid portion of the palisade. It looked to be the size of a male lion.

      “It’s some kind of jungle cat,” I told the others calmly. “It may be able to jump over the palisade. Make a tight circle, shoulder to shoulder. Don’t stand away from each other. Yes, that’s it.”

      Richard drew his rapier and held the blade in a straight horizontal line with his arm deeply bent at the elbow, prepared to jab the steel point forward at a moment’s notice. I was glad to have made a truce with him. Envious as he was, I was pretty sure he wasn’t going to stab me in the back. Not tonight, at least.

      “There!” someone shouted. We all turned and saw the beast at one of the barred openings. This time it snarled, rolling back its lips and revealing a mouth of long, needle-sharp teeth. It had a short dark coat and long tufts of fur at the tips of its ears. It watched us balefully with eyes that gleamed in the light of the E blazing over its head.

      “That’s an amu,” said a man in a hushed tone.

      I picked up a piece of scrap metal by my feet and threw it at the beast’s head. The metal bounced off the branches. I had meant to show we had fight in us and scare it off. It only made the beast mad. It smacked one of the branches with its paw, bending it halfway over. Our little barricade was nothing more than an annoyance to it.

      Richard crept up close, hugging the inside of the palisade. The beast swiped again, and Richard jabbed clean through its paw with his rapier. The beast roared and jerked back, but Richard had already withdrawn his blade.

      The fire blazed high, popping and hissing. We stuck close to it as we listened to the beast yowling, stalking unseen on the other side of the wall. I moved over to where Richard stood and clapped him on the back. “Nice work. That was a hell of a crazy thing to do. I think you might have saved us.”

      “Of course," he replied. He returned his rapier to the loop on his belt and crossed his arms over his chest, but not before I saw his hand shake. Richard had been terrified, but he had still gone ahead and attacked the amu. There was more to him than I had thought. All the more reason to keep an eye on him.

      Minutes passed in quiet, then the amu leapt over the palisade and landed inside. Some of the survivors immediately ran for the far side of the camp. That only made them easy targets for the beast.

      The amu pounced with its claws drawn and pierced through the chest of a survivor, killing him in an instant. I cast Charge on Hector, and he dashed straight at the beast.

      “Richard, with me!" I shouted. "Everyone else, grab the branches!” I took my hardwood baton and ran at the cat. It was foolhardy, but something had to be done, and I was the battle master, after all. It was my responsibility to lead the battle, and the stakes could not have been higher.

      I cast Frenzy on Hector as I ran. The amu saw all of us closing in on either side and backed away from the dead body, raised its hackles, and growled. Hector towered over it and swung his club. The amu dipped back, but not fast enough as the club clipped its shoulder. Before Hector could react, the amu yowled and swiped back, opening three gashes on his forearm.

      From the other side, Richard stabbed the amu on its rump, while I smacked a bony part of its leg as hard as I could with my baton. The beast instantly spun and raised a paw to slash me, giving Hector the opening he needed.

      The next swing of Hector's club hit the amu directly on its spine. Charge was still on cooldown, so I cast War Cry instead. Right away he let out a roar deep from his chest. The amu snarled angrily and slunk deeper into the shadow of the palisade. The moment Hector took a step forward, it flashed through the middle of the camp and leapt high into the air. I saw blood-red lines branded on the side of its back leg before it passed over the palisade and out into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      We waited with weapons at the ready for an hour, but the amu never returned. The night was quiet again, and eventually the survivors relaxed and sat down by the fire.

      I went to the man the amu had killed. His body was still warm. “Does anyone want to say a few words?”

      Richard stepped up to the task. “I knew him. He didn’t cause any trouble aboard the ship. He paid his fare and kept to himself. He was the kind of passenger any captain would want, I suppose.”

      And that was it. The survivors didn’t seem too bothered that one of them had been killed right in front of them. Maybe they were just thankful it hadn’t been them. Three of them agreed to keep watch through the rest of the night. I cast Minor Heal on Hector then lay down near the fire and opened Victoria’s profile.

      
        
        Name: Victoria

        Race: Human

        Level: 2

        Class: Assassin

        Faction: Amarul

        Stamina: High

        Combat Equipment: None

        Combat Talents:

        Garrote: Silence the target for 5 seconds. Short cast range. Usable every 5 minutes.

        Ambush: Silently leap at the target from up to five feet away. Usable every 3 minutes.

        Evasion: Dodge the physical attacks of one enemy for 3 seconds. Usable every 30 minutes.

        Mist: Summon a thick cloud of mist, obscuring enemy and ally vision in the area for 30 seconds. Usable every 20 minutes.

        Weak Point: Strike the target and cause the next successful physical attack against the target to daze it for 5 seconds. Usable every 10 minutes.

      

      

      Which combat talents would have the best synergy with Hector’s? I could only choose four. I rubbed my chin and contemplated possible talent rotations. Ideally, I would have a few rotations designed for dealing with different scenarios. For example, if we came across two lizards, we could focus down one target with Charge and Ambush, then cast Evasion on Victoria.

      But maybe I was thinking too far forward. We didn’t even have proper gear yet. For now, I had to specialize Victoria and Hector for conservative fights, thereby maximizing survivability.

      I selected Mist, Evasion, Garrote, and Ambush as Victoria’s four active abilities and waved her over.

      She came and sat next to me with an earnest expression. “I know what you’re going to ask,” she said. “And yes, I am what you think I am. There’s no hiding it. But I didn’t lie to you. I am on the mission I told you about. But there is another mission, and that one is linked to my particular set of talents.”

      “What mission is that?” I asked.

      Victoria shook her head. “I’ve sworn not to tell anyone.”

      “But we're party members,” I implored. “Hector and I could help.” I wanted to know quite badly, but I knew not to push too hard.

      The silence lasted a couple of heartbeats. “Not yet," she replied. "If you prove to be trustworthy, and we don’t all die in the next couple of days, well, who knows? I still have much to learn about you, Paul.”

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m just glad to have an assassin in my party. Do you know how the battle master class works?” I asked, changing topics.

      “Yes. I can’t use my talents until you cast them on me. If we work well together, you will upgrade my talents.”

      “Right. It appears I can’t use Hector’s talents on you; only the ones you already have.”

      She nodded. “That’s how it is. A battle master can turn anyone into a fighter, but someone already trained in combat will give the battle master their current talents."

      "What happens if you level up while you're in my party?"

      Victoria shrugged. "I have no idea. I guess whatever talent I upgrade will become available for you too."

      "So, if I spend my talent points on you on top of that, it basically means you level twice as fast."

      "No, assassins only gain experience solo. That's why they almost never party with battle masters. But we have to stick together, so it makes sense for now."

      "And you're OK with me casting your talents?"

      "Yes. You'll know how to use them in a battle better than I would. Just don't make me regret it. I'm putting a lot of trust in you, Paul."

      Hector came over and sat with us. His wound from the night before had closed into three tight scars—evidence that Minor Heal was worth its slot. “You should ask Wallace to tell you a joke,” he said. "He knows some dirty ones.”

      “Who’s Wallace?” I asked.

      Hector pointed at the man with ram’s horns. “Him.”

      Wallace was gesturing with his hands at the group gathered around him. He raised them above his head then swung them back down. He finished with a line that made them all burst into laughter. It wasn’t the full-bellied laughter of someone at ease, but it provided some release from the day’s tension.

      I turned back to my party members. “What do you guys think of Richard? I’m not sure if I trust him.”

      Hector answered first. “I don’t like him. Something about him annoys me.”

      “He stole from the captain,” said Victoria. “I was up on deck one night. Not doing anything,” she added quickly. “I was just minding my business. I saw him come up from the crew quarters. He looked around and didn’t see me. I watched him open the captain’s cabin with a key and quietly sneak in. A minute later, he came out again. If he wasn’t stealing something, what was he doing in there?”

      “Did you say anything to the captain?” Hector asked.

      “No. It wasn’t my business to get involved.”

      “What was the captain like?” I asked.

      “A good man,” said Victoria. “He didn’t drink too much and treated the crew fairly. He was stern when he had to be. It’s a shame that he was captured.”

      “I hate to say it, but he’s probably dead,” I told her.

      “I can’t imagine anyone surviving in that jungle alone,” Victoria agreed.

      “He wasn’t alone,” Hector pointed out. “The orcs killed half the crew and dragged off the rest. They could have escaped.”

      Victoria shrugged, not caring enough to argue the point.

      “I want you both to watch Richard for me," I said. They turned and looked at him. “Not now. I mean in general. I think he’s planning something. Tell me if he does anything suspicious.”
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      The blazing sun returned the next morning. It dried the mud the rain had left behind, giving our camp solid ground for the first time since we had arrived. The shipwrecked survivors stood around, waiting for someone to lead the day.

      I cleared my throat and pulled down the wide brim of my hat to shield my eyes from the sun. One person had died in the night, leaving fifteen of us.

      “First we’re going to take down those branches we put up last night,” I said. “I know it’s hard work, but the amu can jump right over them. Hector will snap them into three pieces on the anvil. You can use them as walking sticks and staves. When we get back to camp, we'll use them to block off the holes again. We’ll have enough to make a good wall out of them.”

      “What does it matter? The amu will jump over it,” said Richard, giving his usual cynical response.

      I grit my teeth. He was forcing me to be the bearer of bad news. “The amu may not be the only thing that attacks us. We already know there are lizards and baboons in the jungle.” I decided to spare them details of the giant python Hector and I had come across. “Blocking up the holes with shorter sticks will keep them out. We can use the longer branches left over as weapons, like we did last night.”

      “Oh, but will it block them out? You don’t actually know, do you?”

      “Anyone who has a better plan is welcome to offer it.”

      “I thought you would never ask,” said Richard sarcastically. “If you all recall,” he said, turning to address the others, “I am the first mate of our ship. Our captain is still in the jungle with the crew. I say we go rescue him right now from the savage orcs that captured him. We should leave this camp behind. It’s a deathtrap.”

      He was actually right about the deathtrap part. Based on the diary left behind, it was very possible that the camp had been set up by Valheim to lure newcomers to their deaths. But I had a different hunch.

      “It could be,” I said, acknowledging Richard’s point. “What would you have us do instead? First of all, we need water. There’s no point trying to save the captain if we are going to die of thirst along the way. But let’s say we get the water and rescue the captain. Then what? Sleep in the jungle? I would rather be attacked in the camp, with a strong fire and all of us together like last night, than gods know where in the bush. We’d all die.”

      “All we have to do is pass through the jungle,” said Richard. “It won’t take more than a day or two. That will take us closer to the mountains, where it’s easier to find a stream or river. It will probably rain again along the way.”

      I shook my head. “We can’t risk not having a water supply. We need to find out where it is at the very least. That comes first. Then we find the captain.”

      Richard frowned. “Good luck to you, battle master. We’ll go our own way.”

      It turned out that his first mate rank held a great amount of sway over the group. Ten survivors took branches from where we had set them to cover the gaps and followed Richard down the hill. I watched them go with a clenched jaw. Peniwald, Victoria, Hector, and Wallace remained in camp.

      “What a waste,” said Victoria.

      Hector stomped a branch over the anvil, snapping it in half. Satisfied with the result, he snapped the others and handed them to Victoria, Wallace, and Peniwald. Victoria stared at the clumsy object in her hand, no doubt wishing she had Richard’s rapier. Peniwald hesitantly leaned his staff against the frame of the gate and accepted his with a grunt. He carried it against his chest for a few steps then dropped it.

      “It’s no use,” he said. “I'm not strong enough to use it." He began to weep.

      “It’s all right,” I said, gently patting him on the back. “I’m a battle master, remember? We’re going to be just fine. Stay close to Hector, and keep an eye out with your spyglass. Don’t forget that we’re counting on you.”

      “Yes. All right,” he said, but he didn’t look cheered up at all.

      “Take this.” I held out my baton. “I can carry one of the branches.”

      Peniwald’s eyes went wide. “You would give it to me?”

      “I’ll lend it to you,” I corrected him. It was a class item, after all. I didn’t know whether I would need it for my talents at higher levels, or what it was worth. At minimum, I would trade it for money. “If you ever need a weapon, you can ask to borrow it. By the way, I saw that you helped heal Hector’s wound. Do you have medical training?”

      “That is most generous of you,” he said. He sniffled and took my baton. “I don’t have medical training, but I am somewhat of a healer,” he confirmed. “It’s something I picked up during my apprenticeship at Kanasis Library. I’m not as good as my brother, of course, but that’s life. Do you think it will be helpful?”

      “Very much so,” I said. “We are honored to have you in our party.”

      “Aye,” said Hector. “Thanks again.”

      Peniwald beamed a smile. “Let’s be off! I’m about ready to fight some beasts.” He grabbed his staff, holding it in one hand and my baton in the other, and took a confident, marching step toward the gate.

      “Whoa!” said Hector. We all reached out. Wallace got a hand on him first, catching Peniwald by the back of his robe right before he stepped into the pit trap.

      “Ahem. Thank you. Yes, I’d quite forgotten about that,” said Peniwald sheepishly. He spun around and resumed his march for the nearest hole in the palisade.

      The rest of us held back laughter and followed close behind, ready to catch him in case he tripped going down the hill. It was a good way to start our search for water. We felt like a real party, and I was growing attached.
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      We were almost at the jungle. A salty breeze came off the water, swept across the beach, and rippled across the grass at our feet. It was a hot, beautiful day with not a cloud in the sky.

      At my direction, Hector and Wallace led side by side at the front of our party. Hector wore brown pants ripped and torn at the bottom by his ankles. He was shirtless, yet his nut-brown skin didn’t seem to burn in the sun. I speculated it had something to do with his half-ogre blood.

      Wallace wore a vest that, on close inspection, appeared to be on the more expensive end. The buttons glimmered bronze, and the fabric was a subtle dark green. It looked like it belonged with the rest of a three-piece suit that was nowhere to be seen. Below that, he wore billowy sailor’s pants tied tight at the waist and a pair of sandals that laced halfway up his calves. His arms held the dense muscle of someone who was familiar with weight training. He was taller than me and Victoria, but shorter than Hector.

      Victoria was my height. Her hair was brown, unwashed and tangled, just like mine. She was strong and lithe and held her lips in a tight line. She and Peniwald went second, right behind Hector and Wallace. I took the rear of the party, where I could see everything and quickly cast talents.

      “May I make a suggestion?” Victoria asked, pausing the party a few feet from the jungle.

      Hector stopped but didn’t turn his back to the giant jungle plants. He kept his club high on his shoulder and ready to swing down. He had been quiet and a bit on edge since we left camp. I wasn’t surprised. Everyone in the party expected to run into something in the jungle today, but only Hector and I knew just how bad it could be.

      “Go ahead,” I told Victoria.

      “I can mark an X on the trees as we go," she said. “I’ll put it on either side of the trunk, so we have an easier time getting back.”

      “Good idea. Hector, give her a piece of scrap metal.”

      “No need.” She smiled and held up her own piece.

      “Mark the first trunk, and then we’ll head in. And I’ll give you and Wallace a warning. The last time Hector and I went in, we were attacked by a group of baboons.”

      Victoria snorted.

      “There was more than a dozen of them,” Hector added. “They hunted us as we ran through the jungle.”

      Something in his voice gave Victoria pause.

      “We might run into them again,” I continued. “It seems they operate in this area. But there was something else, too. We only survived the baboons because a giant python scared them off. Did any of you notice the mark on the amu last night?”

      “I did,” said Wallace. “The red lines on its leg.”

      “That mark was also on the python, and it had a name: Rasklis. I think something or someone is controlling those animals.”

      Peniwald tightened his grip on my baton and practiced swinging it through the air. “I’ve been reading the journal you found,” he said. “The author mentions orcs in the jungle. Though he never says it outright, he indicates that they orchestrated the attacks on the camp. I’d bet my staff they are the ones who marked the animals.”

      “Black magic,” Victoria said in an unhappy tone. It sounded like she had dealt with it before. "And the python has a name. That means it's a mini-boss that holds dominion over lesser beasts."

      “I’ve heard rumors of jungle tribes,” Wallace grumbled angrily. “Orc savages who raid farms and villages."

      “What could they be doing out here?” Peniwald asked. “There are no settlements nearby.”

      “Not anymore,” I replied, and turned to look back at the camp. They followed my gaze then went quiet. “We have no choice. We must go in. Victoria will mark the tree trunks, and we will be back before dark. The journal said the camp was attacked over several days, and the last people there didn’t know what to expect. Well, we know, and we’re going to be ready."

      Hector and Wallace stepped into the jungle interior, and soon we were all inside. We had entered at a point further away from the beach, heading in the direction of the mountains. Based on the amount of wildlife, there had to be freshwater somewhere within walking distance.

      It was muggy in the jungle interior. Our bodies quickly beaded with sweat, making our oily, unwashed hair and clothes stick to our skin. Thankfully, there were no pesky mosquitos like there would be in a real jungle.

      The walking and high humidity made me thirsty fast. The rain felt long ago. We needed to come up with a way to transport the water to the camp, or set up a camp by the water supply. Another possibility was to clear a trail through the jungle so that we could walk to the water every day in relative safety.

      That might be better, because it would force us to leave the camp and explore the jungle. That was going to be necessary, if we were ever going to leave. I didn’t plan on staying cooped up in camp, waiting to die like the author of the journal. We needed to harvest resources, build defenses, make weapons, rescue the captain, then reach the mountain pass.

      I mulled over my options while watching the expanse of giant ferns and trees we had enveloped ourselves in. There were vines that shifted like snakes, and roots that twisted across the ground like the veins of a dead and calcified giant. For the first time, I noticed smaller animal life. We stepped over a line of red ants marching across the jungle floor. Minutes later, I saw more making a column up the brown, scale-like trunk of a tall palm tree. The slight noise of their tiny mandibles tearing at leaves added to the rustling din of the jungle interior.

      My initial trepidation at reentering the area where Hector and I had nearly died settled into a daze. This was at least in part because of the lack of food and water, combined with burning precious calories marching and sweating in the tropical humidity. But it was also because the constant noise all around us, caused by unseen insects, birds, and animals hidden behind deep layers of ferns, shifting branches, and tree trunks all gave a sense that our movement, too, was part of the same general jungle hum. So long as we didn’t do anything erratic, our noise was camouflaged. At least, that was how it seemed.

      The secondary effect of the short field of vision and constant noise was that it was basically impossible to keep track of anything. There was absolutely no way that I could anticipate or respond in time, if the amu from the night before suddenly leapt at me from atop a tree. We couldn’t watch everything, and we resigned to the fact that a predator could be lying in wait.

      My meditation on death continued until Hector spotted the first baboon. I wiped away sweat that had been building on my brow and walked up to where he and Wallace had stopped at the front of the party.

      “Right there,” said Wallace in a hushed tone.

      We had reached the edge of a small clearing that terminated in a cliff at the far end. One baboon sat in the clearing by the cliff edge, by all appearances enjoying soaking up the sun on its black fur.

      “I don’t see any markings,” said Peniwald with the spyglass held to his eye. He peered out from between two plant fronds the size of his head. “Maybe it’s friendly.”

      “It’s not,” said Hector.

      “Yeah, those things are just assholes," I said.

      “I see. They are territorial,” Peniwald mused.

      “Let’s continue on,” said Victoria, glancing behind us. “It’s not good to stay still for too long.”

      Peniwald collapsed the spyglass and put it back into his inventory. We quietly moved back into the bush and circled around until we reached the bottom of the cliff, where we continued in the direction of the mountains.

      A well-worn path covered in baboon droppings was the first sign that we had entered deep into their territory. Wallace stepped on a dropping, wiped it off his sandal with his stick, then wiped his stick on the nearest plant. “There’s more of it ahead,” he said with a sigh.

      “We must be near water,” Hector concluded. “It makes sense that they would make it their nesting area."

      “What do we do if they're blocking the water supply?” Wallace asked.

      “We’ll have to fight them,” I said grimly. “There’s no other option.”

      “We need some kind of strategy, and fast,” Wallace replied. “I don’t want them finding us like this.”

      I nodded. “We could lead them to a bottleneck and fight them there.”

      “Good,” said Victoria. “I’ll be back in five minutes. I suggest you all hide.”
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      Victoria dropped to a stalking crouch and disappeared into the bush. I looked around and spotted a fern with thick leaves next to a tree trunk. Hector, Peniwald, Wallace and I ducked behind it and sat on the cool dirt, hidden in a crook between the fern and the trunk.

      “Do you think there are spiders here?” Peniwald asked in a whisper.

      I nearly laughed. Spiders were the least of my worries. But then I remembered that spiders could be poisonous. My mouth dropped into a frown. “I don’t know. Hector? Wallace?”

      Hector shrugged, but Wallace responded in a whisper. “From what I’ve heard, the dangerous spiders are in arid regions. But there are all sorts of strange animals out here in the Wild. The tropical climate helps everything grow to unexpected sizes.”

      “That would account for the python earlier," I said. "For now, we can assume we're safe from spiders."

      “Yeah, forget the spiders,” said Hector.

      Rustling in the brush nearby silenced our conversation. We waited with bated breath and watched a pair of baboons walk into view from behind a cluster of dark purple ferns. They walked past on all fours in an oddly orderly manner, like guards on patrol.

      “What do we do?” Wallace whispered. “Victoria doesn’t know they have patrols out here.”

      “I’m sure she has found out by now," I said. "There’s no way this is the only patrol."

      “Don’t worry about her,” said Peniwald with unusual authority. “I can tell that none of you are particularly urban.”

      Hector grunted. “We’re in the jungle, shorty. What’s your point?”

      Peniwald continued unfazed. “My point is that Victoria knows her business." He slowed his speech as if explaining to children. "In other words, an elite envoy from Amarul is not going to be caught flat-footed.”

      “She will be, if she hasn’t been in a jungle before,” said Hector unhappily.

      Wallace stepped into the clearing and scratched a large X into the dirt in front of our hiding place. “How’s that for a compromise? She will at least be able to find us faster.”

      “How long has it been?” Hector asked. “Ashes, I’m thirsty. I think I’m going to lose it.” The canopy of leaves overhead formed a green shield that trapped the humid air beneath. Sweat poured down our backs. We all longed to leave the jungle and return to our camp near the sea breeze.

      A bestial grunt from beyond our hiding place shut us up. The patrolling baboons had returned and taken interest in Wallace’s X. They pawed at it hesitantly. One sniffed the air and loped toward our fern.

      Peniwald covered his mouth in horror. The rest of us lifted our heavy sticks into fighting positions.

      I wasn’t going to give the baboons an inch of advantage. I cast Charge on Hector, roared, and rushed out of the fern. Hector felled the nearest baboon with a vicious overhand swing. The surprise attack combined with the surge in speed from Charge made it fatal. The other baboon cried out in distress and scrambled to escape, but I jumped on its back and used my stick to choke it from behind. I used all my strength to silence it, but it still let out a final cry before I cut off its windpipe.

      We rolled in the dirt, the baboon snorting, trying to draw in air while I held on and squeezed as hard as I could. Wallace, Hector, and Peniwald watched with their sticks ready in case the baboon wrestled free, not daring to strike for fear of hitting me by accident.

      Once the baboon ceased twitching, I heaved myself up and tried to calm my racing heart.

      
        
        Small Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        1/3 Battle points until your next level

      

      

      “We need to move,” said Wallace, watching the jungle intently. “More of them could be on their way.”

      “He’s right, he’s right,” said Peniwald nervously.

      “Right. Follow me,” I said. I had no idea where I was going, but neither did anyone else. A decisive party leader was, at least, a boost to morale.

      Hector scooped up Peniwald and we ran as fast we could through the jungle, hastily shoving aside branches and vines, often having them unpleasantly snap back at the next runner.

      We stopped, panting, at the base of an incline. Climbing it would bring us farther from any patrolling baboons, but also farther from Victoria. My head spun, and I leaned on a tree until the feeling passed. Hector’s face held a white pallor; Wallace’s cheeks were sunken. I grit my teeth.

      “Miss me?” said Victoria. She slipped out from behind a fern.

      “Thank goodness!” Peniwald sighed.

      The rest of us stared at her blankly, in no mood for such games.

      “You four made quite the racket. I wouldn’t be surprised if Chief Tuk’Mout himself is heading this way.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Oh, just the leader of this baboon troop. He’s D-rank, and quite a big fellow. We should steer clear. Catch.” Victoria threw a coconut at me, and then at the others, taking them from her inventory one at a time. “I found a bottleneck and a water supply.”

      We paid her no attention and swung our sticks at the coconuts like the crazed, desperate, shipwrecked survivors we were. They cracked after a few swings and we drank our fill, chewing the rich coconut inside as well.

      The sight amused Victoria. “Quite the spectacle, gentlemen. You look like you belong in a mead hall.”

      “Thanks,” I said. My face and chin were covered in the coconut water I had desperately guzzled. “I don’t know if I could have gone on without that.”

      A series of roars came from the jungle, and not so distant that we felt comfortable ignoring them.

      “This way,” said Victoria. We followed her, once again running through the jungle interior.

      The baboons hollered and made heaps of noise, no doubt trying to intimidate us. But because of that, we could tell they were spreading out, casting their net wide to catch us. Had they caught us in the open, they surely would have torn us to pieces. As it was, we reached the bottleneck Victoria found.

      The structure was on top of a mound and made of large, flat pieces of rock resting against each other. The long, tent-like shape of it jogged an old classroom memory. The structure was called a dolmen: a megalithic tomb from prehistory.

      Hector squeezed in through the entrance last, scraping his right thigh terribly on the rough rock.

      “Good thing we’re starved,” Wallace joked.

      Hector couldn’t help but chuckle at that.

      Then we waited, with Hector and Wallace in the front, blocking the entrance, and the rest of us in the back, keeping our heads low because of the sloped ceiling.

      The jungle went quiet, and the first baboon came into view. It spotted us and disappeared back to the foot of the mound. There was the sound of running all around us, and all of a sudden, a line of baboons rushed up to the dolmen, while more circled the entire structure and jumped on top. They battered away, enraged but unable budge the large rocks.

      The first baboon to reach the bottleneck entrance bared long yellow fangs and leapt face-first to bite Hector's throat. Hector met it with a thrust of his club and broke its ribs. The crack and crumple of the baboon's body hitting the ground in a heap signaled the start of battle.
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      The next baboon had already taken the place of the first, and another one snarled alongside it.

      Wallace dealt one a crushing blow on its arm, causing it to yelp and limp back.

      Hector raised his club in time to block the other from jumping on his head. The baboon hung from it and gouged Hector's face with its dirty claws. Hector roared in pain so loudly that the baboons momentarily stopped battering on the dolmen from above. Then he turned and put all of his massive weight into smashing the baboon against the rock wall.

      The baboon shrieked and tried to gouge him again, but Hector was too strong, and the baboon stopped moving.

      During all that, another baboon had come up and bit deep into Hector’s leg. Hector threw the baboon he’d just killed out the entrance, hitting an approaching one in the chest and making it tumble, and cracked the one that attacked him on the top of its head.

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector. Victoria was stuck in the back with no room to fight, so there was no point in using any of her abilities. I still had Frenzy, War Cry, and Charge. I wished I had slotted in Stamina Boost, because Charge was likely going to be useless, and Frenzy would only tire Hector faster.

      Hector was already winded from all the running and walking, and now fighting on the frontline for his life. I couldn’t believe he could still fight so well. There must have been a gallon of adrenaline flowing through his veins.

      Wallace was holding his own—taking deep breathes, for sure, but pacing himself. As I watched, he crippled another baboon by jabbing it in the throat. He was a good fighter, and I wished I had asked him to join my party instead of Victoria, who wasn’t well-suited for open battles. In this situation, she could replace Wallace or Hector if they were overwhelmed. But she didn’t have the same raw strength they did, and the best I could hope for in that situation would be to cast her skills fast and hope she could clean up the remaining enemies.

      Three of the baboons had been crippled by Wallace, two killed by Hector. We had no idea how many more were outside.

      “Let’s wait them out,” I said. “Don’t try to kill them; just keep them away.”

      Hector and Wallace were happy enough with that instruction. They moved their grips down their weapons, giving them more range but less power, and used them to poke the baboons back whenever they leapt forward. It was remarkably effective, and the baboons couldn’t get past it.

      Eventually they grew frustrated, and then they really tried to pile in, hoping to get past the jabs with sheer mass. One did sneak past Wallace’s weapon, but I managed to jab it from between Hector and Wallace once it got close enough. I pursed my lips, aimed my next blow for its snout, and landed square. The frontline held, and I withdrew my stick to cast Minor Heal again on Hector.

      A bit of color returned to his cheeks, and the gouge on his face healed to a shallow cut. The skill did nothing, however, to help him catch his breath.

      Thankfully, our party was winning the war of attrition. The baboon’s initial frenzy subsided, leaving them tired, hurt, and frustrated. They no longer threw themselves at the dolmen's entrance, but panted and howled out of reach of our weapons.

      Wallace risked taking a step forward and scored a lunging blow on a baboon’s shoulder, staggering it back. The air was tense with indecision, and it was clear that everyone was waiting for someone to end the fight, one way or another.

      I cast Charge on Hector without hesitation. He burst through the narrow entrance—shedding some skin on the way—and felled a baboon with an overhand strike. The rest of the beasts instantly fled, the crippled among them flagging in the rear.

      Peniwald and Wallace whooped with joy. Hector slumped against one of the flat rocks, taking in deep, ragged breaths.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 3!

        0/4 Battle points until your next level

      

      

      “Victoria, how long from here to where you found the coconuts?” I asked.

      “Ten, fifteen minutes,” she replied. “We should be able to get in and out before they regroup.”

      “There’s, uh, something coming,” said Peniwald.

      “What is it?” I asked sharply.

      “Can’t you feel it?”

      I relaxed and let me senses wander. Then I felt it: the ground shuddered slightly in rhythm. The leaf on a nearby tree vibrated softly. “Everyone back inside!” I shouted.

      “That will be Chief Tuk’Mout,” said Victoria. “You idiots called out the rest of the troop. Let’s split up. Maybe some of us will survive.”

      “No,” I countered. “That’s a sure death. We’ll wait them out again.”

      “Hector can’t fight,” Victoria pointed out.

      “I’ll take his place,” I snarled.

      “Fine, have it your way. I’ll see you all in the next life. Yent.”

      A ferocious roar ripped through the jungle, shaking the giant fronds on the branches around us.

      Hector limped to the back of the dolmen with Peniwald, where he sat with his club laying across one leg. The puncture holes from the baboon’s bite oozed dark blood.

      My ears still rang from Tuk’Mout’s roar when he broke through the foliage with six baboons. He looked as heavy as Hector, and he was taller than me even when down on all fours. His glared at us with blood-red eyes, mouth salivating, a streak of white fur down his chest.

      “Ready?” I asked Wallace, who was on the frontline with me.

      He tapped his stick against the side of the dolmen, took a deep breath and nodded. “We’ll hold them off.”

      I was able to cast Minor Heal on Hector once more before the charge.
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      It was the same strategy as before, except with a 400-pound D-rank baboon chief clawing to get through the narrow opening instead of a swarm of his minions. But the smaller baboons did come, too, squeezing in through the gaps between the thick slabs of rock and Tuk’Mout’s meaty bulk.

      Wallace and I dealt with the smaller baboons efficiently. We had seen them enough not to be rattled by their shrieks, and to predict their leaping attacks ahead of time. I cracked one across the face, sending it to the earth in a bloody heap, and finished it off with two more swings.

      Tuk’Mout didn’t hesitate stomping over the dead baboons, snapping limbs like twigs as he searched for the dolmen’s weak point. He heaved against the great slabs of rock forming the walls and failed to knock them down. He roared in frustration, casting a dizzying debuff—the negative status effect—that caught everyone in the party.

      I set a hand against the dolmen to steady myself, and the three remaining baboons rushed forward in a wave of claw and fang, hurling themselves at us with crazed vigor. I twisted and avoided a bite but was still tackled to the ground. Luck had it so my baton was between me and the beast, and I pushed it against the baboon, to keep its gnashing teeth from my face.

      Wallace had fared better. He dislocated the shoulder of a baboon with a well-timed swing and finished it off with his next attack.

      Victoria lunged forward and struck the baboon on top of me, while Wallace distracted the third and final baboon. Then the rocks shook around us.

      Tuk’Mout had grabbed the slab of rock forming the dolmen’s roof and jumped up with his feet on the outer wall. He strained with all his bulk, and slowly pulled the rock far enough that it collapsed down on us from one side. The rock fell directly onto one of the baboons, a breath after Victoria finished off the other one.

      We only had seconds to live. I cast War Cry on Hector and Mist on Victoria. “Run!” I shouted.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

        2/4 Battle points until your next level

      

      

      I gaped at the message hovering in front of me. That was a victory?

      Tuk’Mout stomped through the inside of the dolmen while we slipped back into the jungle. We ran on and on, following Victoria, who led us through the empty baboon camp. “This way,” she called. “We’ll grab as many coconuts as we can and get out of here.”

      It was a good plan until we heard Tuk’Mout crashing through the jungle after us. But it was too late to change course. We were almost there.

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector one more time as we ran. Even though he was wounded, he carried Peniwald like a football, charging first through the forest to take the brunt of the branches and leaves smacking at us from all sides.

      We stopped when we saw a bunch of coconuts spread out on the ground. Even better was the fast-moving river cutting through the jungle interior, rushing down from the mountains to release into the sea.

      “This must be the food and water supply for the baboons,” said Peniwald. “They were smart to make a nest here.”

      No one had the breath or patience to bother replying. We snatched as many coconuts as we could and filled our inventories.

      The ground trembled as Tuk’Mout reached the coconut grove and roared, his prey finally in sight.

      “Swim for the other side!” I shouted just as his roar debuff hit us.

      Peniwald was too far from the river. Tuk’Mout reached him in a flash and sent him flying through the air with a swing of his arm. Peniwald’s spine cracked against the side of a tree, and he landed in a broken heap on the ground.

      I ran and leapt into the river. Hector and Wallace were already in, and Victoria jumped in seconds later.

      There were no beasts in that section of the river to attack us, and we were swept along until we reached a bend. There we all caught hold of the roots of a tree growing near the riverbank and pulled ourselves onto it. The jungle we found ourselves in was much the same as the one we had come from, except there were some different plants than the ones we were used to in the jungle interior.

      Peniwald was dead, and my spyglass and baton were with him back near Tuk’Mout’s nest. I wanted to recover them at some point, if at all possible. But fighting Tuk’Mout at my current level would be a lost cause. I had to stay calm and logical, and wait until I had a clear advantage.

      “Where’s Peniwald?” Wallace asked.

      I shook my head. “He didn’t make it.”

      Wallace didn’t reply, and it felt like we were all on the edge between despair and forging the will to press on.

      Victoria broke the silence. “Now we’re really lost.”

      “You’re only seeing one side of the coin,” I said. “We found a water supply.”

      “True enough,” she replied, but I could tell our assassin was nonplussed about the state of affairs. A few more mess ups and she could even leave the party.

      We rested by the river. I slotted in Stamina Boost for Hector and cast it along with Minor Heal until he was in as good a shape as possible. Hector paced back and forth to test his leg and found that this limp was gone.

      Charge, War Cry, Minor Heal, and Stamina Boost were now locked in for Hector. Frenzy would be good for burning down a single target like Tuk’Mout or Rasklis, the branded python. But I wasn’t ready to pick a fight with them yet. At this point, our biggest threat was packs of beasts, which made Stamina Boost a superior talent.

      A flock of chirping rainbow-colored parrots reminded me that the hour was growing long. We had to keep going, but first I turned to Wallace.

      “Wallace, will you join our party?” I asked. “I reached level three at the dolmen.”

      “Yeah. I think you’re the only shot we have at surviving,” he replied. He immediately accepted when I used my Recruit talent on him.

      It was time to see what the third member of my party had to offer, and then spend my talent point.
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        Name: Wallace

        Race: Vurl

        Level: 3

        Occupation: Engineer

        Faction: Doric Republic

        Stamina: High

        Combat Equipment: None

        Combat Talents: None

      

      

      I was disappointed to see Wallace was an engineer, but of course he wasn’t a combat class. If he had been, the fight at the dolmen would have gone smoother. Maybe Peniwald could have lived.

      I should have swapped Wallace for Victoria on the frontline, I thought, musing over my options. She would have been much less tanky, but she also could have burst down the baboons and swapped with Wallace when her talents were on cooldown. Of course, the transition between her going back and Wallace moving up could have triggered a frenzied assault by the baboons, who were tactically more sophisticated than I had assumed. Then Hector would have died, and that absolutely could not happen under any circumstances. He was easily worth twice as much as any other survivor.

      I decided it would be good to give Wallace and Hector different specializations. Even though they started with the same default combat talents, I could take them down different talent tree paths. Since Hector was our tank, Wallace could be our party's mage. That would fit well with our overall party composition.

      The more I thought about it, the more I liked it. Area of effect (AOE) and crowd control (CC) talents would be incredibly useful. Of course, there was always the risk that I would unlock the useful talents right when we left this zone and faced stone giants, or whatever. But it still seemed like a safe call to assume that AOE and CC would be useful throughout the game, especially when dealing with organized groups of enemies.

      I had the following options for beginner mage talents:

      
        
        Icy Breath: Freeze a single enemy in place for 10 seconds. Usable every 20 minutes.

        Spirit Shield: Deplete the target’s physical stamina, root them, and provide them with a light magical shielding aura for 5 minutes. Replaces any pre-existing magical shielding effects. Cannot be used again until the shield is gone.

        Enflame: Stick a flame on the allied target’s chest that explodes after 5 seconds, dealing damage to the target and all enemies within three feet. Usable every 10 minutes.

      

      

      It was a tough call between Enflame and Icy Breath. The frost mage path specialized more in CC, whereas the fire mage path was pure damage. Both had good AOE options. But which one would synergize best with Hector and Victoria? And not in five levels, but right now.

      I had no illusions about our situation. The day was half over, and it wouldn't be long until we faced the prospect of defending our camp. It would be difficult to survive the night without Richard’s group, even with three allies and good defenses.

      War Cry 2 provided some CC already, but it was nowhere near as good as Icy Breath. I still didn’t know how much damage Victoria could do, but whatever it was, it would be way better with Richard’s rapier. I had to figure out a way to get that from him without killing him. If he was dead, I would have to find it on the jungle floor or loot it from whatever killed him.

      “Screw it, we’re going ice,” I muttered, and selected Icy Breath for Wallace, then swapped out War Cry for it. Icy Breath and Stamina Boost would help the whole party sustain through longer battles, which were the kind of battles that kept coming up.

      Everyone had caught their breath and recovered to the degree that they could. Victoria appeared to be holding her own; her breath didn’t heave in and out like it did for the two men. But then again, she seemed the stoic type who wouldn’t want to show any weakness.

      I had done as much as I could and didn’t want to waste any more time. The sun was on the other side of the sky now, and it was time to return to base camp.

      “Thinking about something, battle master?” Victoria asked.

      “I was arranging Wallace and Hector’s talents," I said. "Now, if I’m right about this, camp is on the other side of the river. Unless anyone has a better idea, let’s find a shallow spot where the current is weak and form a human chain to get across. Hector, is your leg strong enough?”

      “Aye,” he said. “I’d rather sleep, but the day’s not over yet, is it?”

      “Not by a long shot."

      We followed the river for about an hour until it forked into two smaller streams. We joined hands and crossed them, with Hector plowing through the current in the lead.

      “Stay as quiet as possible,” I said. “We should be a few hours from camp, and we don't want to bump into anything on the way.”

      “At least the baboons are gone,” said Wallace with a wicked grin.

      “All but one,” Victoria corrected him.

      “Bosses don’t count,” said Wallace.

      Victoria shrugged, and we all fell quiet as we trekked into the jungle.
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      Stepping out of the jungle and onto the white sand beach was like going to a different continent. The muggy, hot air that had folded around us like a blanket all day was swept away by the strong sea breeze, also taking with it the smell of damp soil and fecund plant life that had at first been exotic and invigorating, but I now considered more of a rotting stench. Instead, we had the fresh smell of brine.

      “Civilization!” I called out, hoping to boost the spirits of my party members.

      The camp was visible on the hill, but no one was on the beach or surrounding area, adding to my suspicion that Richard and his party had been completely wiped out. I decided I would worry about that after getting back to camp.

      “We should use the next few hours to sleep and prepare,” I said. “The attack will come around midnight. I know we just had a hell of a day, but we’ll need to be ready. We’re not out of this yet.”

      Hector sighed. “Not even my days at Biotelma were this bad.”

      “I still don’t know what that is. Is it a city?” I asked, eager to learn more about the world and build bonds with my party members. Hector had recovered substantially from his battle fatigue and wounds—enough to have a conversation, at least.

      “One could say that,” Hector replied, plodding along the sand. “Biotelma is an academy of science in Metra. It’s very old. The city built up around it only because of the academy. So, you’re right in one sense and wrong in another.”

      “Is that where you learned to garden?”

      “Yes, among other things. I have a Tier Three Horticulture degree, and a Tier One Alchemy degree. They once made us scavenge through an orc cave for mushrooms. It was not pleasant.”

      I was ready to rapid-fire with a hundred follow-up questions, but I didn’t want to overwhelm him or reveal just how completely ignorant I was. It was inevitable that they would learn I was from a different world—or, at least, a faraway kingdom.

      Victoria must have been thinking along similar lines, because she gave me a strange look. “Where are you from, battle master? Even the Lakadonians know of Biotelma.”

      "He has no memory from before the shipwreck," said Hector.

      “He doesn't have a head wound,” Victoria quickly replied.

      I shrugged. “If you have a better explanation, I’m all ears.”

      She was quiet for a moment. “There is more to you than you let on. Can you remember your parents?”

      "Yes," I said, keeping the details to myself.

      “OK,” said Victoria. “What else do you remember?”

      “I played strategy games.”

      That piqued Wallace’s interest. “Oh, what kind of games? I played sabat in the junior circuit for a couple of years.”

      “War games,” I answered smoothly. “I don’t remember what they were called. We moved armies around on a map and fought battles.”

      “How long did you play these games for?” Wallace asked.

      “For my whole life, I think.”

      “That must be why battle master was a class option for you. You come from a rich family, I presume, that afforded you so much time to play.”

      “Must be,” I said smoothly, not wanting to commit myself to any of their descriptions.

      At that point we reached the gate, and conversation stopped. It was deathly quiet. The pit trap was still there, and so we went around to one of the gaps in the palisade and into the camp.

      Two of Richard’s party members lay unconscious on the dirt. Dried blood stained their clothes.

      I rushed to the first one and turned him so that I could see the wound: two cuts down his thigh. Fortunately, they were not too deep. The man weakly opened his eyes. “Lizards… in the jungle,” he gasped. He tried to say more, but his voice was too hoarse. He rattled in a gasp instead. He was dying, but not from the wounds.

      A crack, crack, crack sounded from over by the anvil. Hector joined us with two halves of a coconut. The cracking sound continued as Wallace did the same for the other collapsed survivor.

      “Drink,” Hector told the injured man. He held up one of the halves for the man to drink from and handed me the other half.

      “I’m going into the jungle,” he said. “I might get lucky and find healing herbs again. Can you use another Stamina Boost on me before I go?”

      I cast the talent. “Don’t go in too deep or do anything foolish. If we lose you, we all die.”

      Hector nodded and left at a quick jog.

      The calories and hydration from the coconut had a visible effect on the injured man in a matter of seconds. Color returned to his cheeks, and he sat up, clutching the coconut shell with both hands.

      “We have more,” I assured him. “Eat as much as you want.”

      “Thank you, thank you,” said the man, and he tore into the coconut with his teeth. I still wasn’t confident he would make it through the night. He would have to make a very quick recovery to survive any attack that breached the palisade.

      “What happened in the jungle?” I asked.

      There was a long pause before he answered. “It started out OK. Richard was boasting about how good he was with a sword. He said the captain had maps that would lead us out of the jungle. We trusted him, and we were desperate. It felt good to do something, you know? After the amu attack, we all just wanted to leave. I think we all believed we could find the captain and somewhere to stay the night.”

      “I’m sorry that didn’t happen,” I said softly.

      “Yeah.” The man laughed darkly. “We killed the first lizard easily enough. Then we came across a pair, and we killed those. We got as far as a stream. There were four lizards drinking, and that’s when everything fell apart. We weren’t ready, and they attacked so fast. It was just like the beach. Two of us died immediately, and one of the lizards ate the body right there. Richard killed one by himself, and the rest of us gathered in a group by a tree. The lizards killed one more of us and then left.”

      It was exactly what I imagined would happen, but I was slightly surprised they hadn't all died to the four lizards.

      “How many of you went?” I asked, not remembering.

      “Ten,” the man replied.

      “What happened to the rest of them?”

      “Richard insisted we keep going. He said we would be more prepared the next time we came across any beasts. We were all scared at that point, and two people left to come back to camp. Rayah was the only one here when I got back.” He gestured at the woman Victoria and Wallace tended to. “The rest of us followed Richard. He took us deeper into the jungle. There were no more lizards until…” The man choked up and looked away.

      “It’s OK,” I said. “We also lost someone today. His name was Peniwald. A baboon killed him, and I couldn’t do a damn thing to stop it.”

      Saying the words out loud released the grief I had been trying to ignore this whole time. I came up with as many excuses as I could about why I shouldn’t feel sorry. ‘He’s just a random shipwreck survivor,’ was one, ‘nothing in this world is real,’ was another. But how could I be sure that everyone in the world wasn’t alive like me, even if they were born here? The answer was that I couldn’t.

      I squinted hard to hold back any tears I might have shed for Peniwald. Then the moment passed, and the man continued.

      “I’m sorry for that too,” he said. “This is a cursed place. I wish we could burn it all to the ground.”

      It was a tempting thought, but I didn’t say anything out of fear that he might actually, somehow, try. The silence passed, and the man continued to recount what had happened.

      “We reached the skirt of the mountains and following it, searching for any sign of the captain. That was when we saw the first orc. He ran away, and Richard gave chase. Richard lost track of him in the jungle, but that only angered him. He yelled out that the orc was a coward, and that he was going to kill all of them. Then he charged ahead. I didn’t know it at the time, but half of us couldn’t keep up and were lost in the jungle. I was able to stay with Richard and reach the dungeon entrance.”

      “Do you think you could remember how to get there?” I asked.

      “No, but there were orc markings in the jungle nearby. If you find those, you might be able to find the dungeon." He shook his head. “Don’t go there. Don’t make Richard’s mistake. Five E-rank orcs waited by the dungeon entrance, eating human flesh around a bonfire. There were bones everywhere.”

      “Other orcs, maybe,” I said calmly, but my heart raced. The orcs were manhunters.

      “Richard threw down his sword as soon as he saw their number," the man continued. "One of the orcs tied his hands and led him into the dungeon. The rest of us ran away as fast as we could, and the orcs gave chase."

      My heart beat painfully in my chest as I imagined running through the thick jungle, the snarls of orcs, the smack of weapons finding flesh. Then fear turned to anger.

      "We'll rescue them," I said. "And we'll make the orcs pay, too. But for now, I want you to rest up. Another battle's coming our way."
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      I cracked open another coconut for the man then turned my attention to Wallace and Victoria.

      The woman they tended was still unconscious. If she lived through the next few hours, we would have to hide her for the night battle and hope for the best. As I thought about it, the same strategy probably applied to the injured man. He wasn’t going to be capable of fighting, meaning he would be a distraction and a liability. I wasn’t about to use him as bait, so I looked to build an enclosure for him and the woman by the longest unbroken section of the palisade.

      Unfortunately, Richard’s party had taken most of the sticks used to block up the gaps in the palisade. We didn’t have anywhere near enough left to make the same defenses as the night before, much less an enclosure in addition.

      One option was to dig out the smallest sections of the palisade and reposition them so there was one large gap instead of three. Alternatively, the double doors covering the pit trap could be used as a barricade.

      The anvil was essentially useless, but it would always be a heavy piece of metal that came up to my waist. If we managed to stand it on its end, it would be as high as my nose and a mighty fine barrier. But moving that thing would mostly be up to Hector and Wallace. I’d talk to them about it after the two survivors from Richard’s party were settled. If the anvil could be moved, that was one gap blocked up. One of the wooden doors we took down from the gate could block another, leaving one gap left open.

      “Wallace, can you help me drag the door?” I asked by the pit trap.

      “We can try,” he said, clearly not confident in my ability to move heavy objects.

      He was right. The heavy wooden door wasn’t going to come clear of the hole without Hector’s help.

      “What are you thinking?” Wallace asked, surveying the front gate with his hands on his hips.

      I told him my plan to block the gaps.

      “That’s a good idea,” he said, “but if we broke one of the doors apart, we could use the pieces for weapons.”

      “I don’t think we could use them any better than the sticks we have, except for Hector, but he already has his club.”

      “Wait a minute,” said Wallace, looking very excited. “I have rope in my inventory from the shipwreck. This might sound crazy, but what if we tied two pieces of wood to Hector’s arms? They would give him a bit of armor.”

      Finding armor for Hector had been something I’d wanted to do from the beginning. “We can do even better,” I said, running with his idea. “We can tie the wood so that it sticks out a bit past his hands. Then he just has to swing his arms for them to be weapons.”

      “Whose arms?” Hector asked. He was back from then jungle with a handful of herbs.

      “Yours,” said Wallace, grinning.

      “All right,” said Hector simply. “We’ll try it. What’s the idea, exactly?”

      I told him the plan as he ground up the herbs the same way he had done for me on the beach.

      “It could work,” Hector acknowledged.

      “Damn right it will,” I said excitedly. “Wallace is a genius. How’d you come up with that, anyway?”

      Wallace shrugged. “Engineers have a mind for this kind of thing."

      “I have rope too,” said the injured man. “You can have it.” He dropped it from his inventory for Wallace, who gathered it and added it to the rope slot he already had.

      “I don’t think she’s going to make it,” said Victoria. She had moved the unconscious woman to the shaded side of the camp and left half a coconut next to her, in case she woke up.

      “I’ll do what I can for her,” said Hector. He took the remaining herb mixture, went over to the woman, and gently loosened the tourniquet.

      “I should have taken stock of everyone’s inventory as soon as we got here,” said Wallace.

      “That was Peniwald’s job,” I said. “He had the ledger on him when he died.” That killed the conversation, but I wasn’t about to ruin the excited energy I had built from planning with Wallace. “He’s dead now, but that’s no one’s fault. Tonight, we'll kill any monster stupid enough to attack us. That should bring me to level four. It won't be long until we can challenge Tuk'Mout.”

      “Aye,” said Hector.

      “The first step is to make these weapons for Hector," I said. "Then we can think about moving the anvil, and all the rest of it.”

      “How are we going to take apart the door without destroying the wood?” Victoria asked. “The lumber won’t work unless it’s one piece.”

      “We can wedge pieces of the scrap metal we collected between the pieces of wood and hammer on them with our sticks,” said Wallace.

      We set about doing exactly that while Hector lay down to rest. It was an easier process than I expected. In an hour, we separated one of the doors into its constituent pieces and added the thick, square-headed nails to our inventories. The work raised our morale and gave us hope for the upcoming battle. We had confidence that some of us, at least, would survive to see the next dawn.

      “Hector, think you can give us a hand?” I asked.

      “Is the wood ready?” he asked.

      “Yes, but it’s not that. Do you think all of us can move that anvil?”

      Hector plodded over, dug his heels in, and flipped the anvil onto its side. “No need for you guys to help. Where do you want it?”

      Wallace laughed. “You’re too strong, man. I bet you would have smashed Tuk’Mout.”

      “I will,” said Hector solemnly.

      “Let’s use it to block the gap there,” I said, pointing. “If you can, flip it so it’s upright. That way nothing but the amu can jump over it.”

      Hector set about the task, and the camp shuddered with each thump of the anvil as he flipped it over and over again toward the gap.

      “We collected thirty-two nails,” I told Victoria and Wallace. “We could try driving them through our sticks to make spiked clubs.”

      “That would be a huge upgrade,” Victoria agreed.

      “We could put all of them on Hector’s weapons,” said Wallace. “He’s stronger than all of us.”

      “No way,” said Victoria. “If he hits something, it’s going down whether or not there are a couple of nails involved. We need them more than he does.”

      “That’s true,” I agreed. “Dump out the nails you have. We’re going to make three spiked clubs with ten nails each.”

      Hector set the anvil in place, where it covered so much of the gap that it didn’t look like any of the monsters we had seen could get through. Then, with one person holding a stick against the anvil, Hector hammered in the nails with a heavy piece of lumber. We had the good luck of none of the sticks splitting in the process. Some of the nails blunted against the anvil when they came out the other side, but that was fine. We were very pleased with the result.

      “We have two nails left,” said Victoria. “Do you want them Hector?”

      “Well, tie the lumber on first, then we’ll see,” he said.

      Hector took the rope out of his inventory, and we tied the lumber to his arms as tight as we could. It was thin, quality rope meant for sailing on rough seas, and it held the lumber sturdily enough against Hector’s forearms, down from his elbow to the blade of his hand and a few inches past.

      “How does it feel?” I asked.

      “Heavy. I don’t know how long I can swing these around for,” he said, as he swiped his arms through the air. "I wish I had some armor. My attack range is shorter now, and I’ll have nothing to protect me at close quarters.”

      “Ashes, he’s right,” said Wallace. “Maybe it’s a bad idea.”

      “I could give you Frenzy again," I suggested. "It’s a bit of a glass cannon build, but it could work."

      “A glass cannon? I’ve never heard that phrase before,” said Wallace.

      “Oh, it means something that has a lot of damage and hardly any defense.”

      “I wouldn't say that Hector is made of glass,” said Victoria seriously.

      “Never mind. The other thing is that we don’t know what’s going to attack tonight. This lumber would have been great against that group of baboons, but the amu would probably dodge his attacks.”

      “I don’t think so,” said Hector. “You said Frenzy is plus one hundred and fifty percent attack speed. That's a lot faster."

      "I think you're underestimating the amu," I said. "I'll put in Frenzy, but we'll have to time it with War Cry and Icy Breath."

      “Then we’re really putting all of our eggs in one basket," said Victoria. "Once those talents are used, that’s it for the battle."

      “Twenty- and thirty-minute cooldowns,” I said, not disagreeing with her. “I know it’s a risk, but I don’t see how it can fail.”

      “We’ll stagger War Cry so that it comes after Icy Breath,” said Wallace, working out the strategy in his head. “One of them will be frozen for five seconds. Hector charges in with Frenzy. Then we hit them with War Cry, lowering their morale and slowing them.”

      “What if they trickle in one or two at a time?” Victoria asked. “Then there’s no good timing.”

      “All right. Everyone eat and rest,” I ordered. “I’ll figure out how to optimize this.”

      “You need rest too,” said Wallace.

      It was true. Dark circles ran low under my bloodshot eyes, and my body ached to lay down. “It’s fine,” I said. “I’ll rest while I think it through. Trust me, I’ve worked out this kind of battle plan many times before. But first we need to block the other gap with the other door.”

      The answer satisfied them enough. Hector moved the door, and then we all found a spot to rest against the palisade. The camp interior was a mess of dirt, scrap metal, and bits of wood. I had four hours to finalize a strategy that would take us through the night.
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      The sun had nearly set, and the moon was visible in the darkening blue sky. I ran through a hundred battle simulations in my head, winning most but losing some. I felt myself zeroing in on the optimal strategy, but there were too many wildcard factors to be certain. Instead of trying to find the perfect strategy, it made more sense to focus on what would be the least risky across all hypothetical battle scenarios.

      Four questions nagged at me. The first and most pressing: what creatures were going to attack? The python and amu? The amu and lizard? Orcs? I could even throw Tuk’Mout into the mix, since he now had reason to search us out.

      Second, would the attack happen all at once, or come in waves?

      Third, now that we had decent weapons, would Frenzy be better than Charge on Wallace? If I wanted to nuke the enemy, then Charge was the right talent. But Frenzy combined with Icy Breath seemed like a crazy good talent combination. In this situation, the only problem was that we all needed to stay the hell back from Hector, and he was going to Charge on the target hit by Icy Breath. So, maybe that synergy didn’t work for this battle.

      Fourth, keep Victoria in reserve, or try to have her kill someone as fast as possible?

      Wallace was right; I did need rest. I would be fighting with the rest of them, and without talents to cast on myself. Victoria was already awake, so I let her take the watch.

      My fear of E-rank lizards had decreased substantially now that I was level three, and we had better weapons. They could still swarm us, of course. But in that situation, a frenzied Hector would devastate. It wouldn’t work well against the python, but nothing would, and the lumber could act as armor if he was caught in the python's squeeze.

      The only thing the frenzied strategy lost to was the amu, which was small and agile enough to easily avoid the attacks. But it was only one enemy of many.

      At some point, as if all on its own, the variables clicked into pace. Finally at peace, I was able to sleep until Victoria woke me an hour before midnight, as agreed on. We all gathered around the firepit.

      “Should I wake the others?” Wallace asked.

      “Do it quickly,” I said.

      Wallace returned a moment later with the man Hector and I had tended. “Rayah didn’t make it,” he said.

      I nodded. It was the expected news, and while it would have been proper to grieve, we didn't have time for it. “Now that you’re all here, I’m going to review the battle plan. Only Hector and I have seen it, but the python is by far the biggest threat. That means our strategy fundamentally revolves against mitigating its threat. The amu and lizards can be dealt with easily in comparison. As for the orcs, all we know is that—what’s your name?”

      “Gordy,” said the man who had survived Richard's expedition.

      “Thanks to Gordy, we know the ones outside the cave were E-rank. There are likely higher-level orcs controlling the python and amu. So, this is what we're going for. Hector, we’re keeping you in reserve in case a high-level monster attacks. If that happens, I’m going to cast Charge and Frenzy right away. I’m also keeping Icy Breath in reserve for the same reason. We don’t need it for single-target CC unless we're against the python or orcs, or maybe an amu.

      “Victoria, you’re going to use Mist on whichever gap the enemies choose to enter by. We want them running through the mist to get in here. When that happens, we ambush them before they get their bearings. I might cast Weak Point and Evasion on you right after, so you can take down an enemy before the fighting gets thick. Are you OK with that?”

      Victoria nodded. “Yes, but give me a minute to fight on my own. I should be able to solo a lizard without Evasion.”

      “Got it. I’ll keep an eye on you, but I want you to shout if you need a talent. There could be a lot happening at once. Wallace, you have Frenzy, Charge, Icy Breath, and Stamina Boost. Hector has the same except Minor Heal instead of Icy Breath."

      “What about War Cry?” Wallace asked.

      “The glass cannon strategy is too risky. I would rather have a heal and stamina buff for Hector on the frontline if something strong shows up. If the python does attack, we’ll use Icy Breath with Charge, Frenzy, and Stamina Boost. The last piece of the strategy is on you, Gordy. Stay quiet and hidden by the front gate. Only call out if you spot something sneaking up on us. Otherwise, we’re all dead. Any questions?”

      “Should we light the firepit?” Gordy asked.

      “No. Remember last time? It will only signal that we’re here. It’s also a clear night, so we will see better by the moon. The fire would only make us night blind.”

      They all stared at me, and I was worried for a moment that I had missed something obvious.

      “That works,” said Victoria matter-of-factly.

      “Yeah, I like it too,” said Wallace. “I think it’s our best shot." He helped tie the lumber to Hector’s arms. Once the rope had been tightened and the knots secured, Hector plopped onto the ground by the front gate. Wallace then joined me in the center of the camp, while Victoria waited in the dark next to the one gap in the palisade left open. We were relatively well-rested, and our bellies were full of the best meal since our shipwreck. I judged that we stood a reasonable chance of survival.

      The silvery moon dominated the night sky, looming closer than I was used to on Earth. It was well past midnight when a growl sounded from the other side of the palisade. The amu padded around the camp, searching for a way in. Unlike last time, the creature didn’t scare anyone except Gordy, who cowered and wedged himself further against the palisade. Wallace rolled his shoulders and prepared to fight. Victoria dropped to a crouch, ready to spring.

      I had gone over everyone’s roles but my own. It was crucial that I remained calm and collected enough to keep track of everything. A few seconds late with a talent could throw the whole plan into disarray.

      The amu roared, loud and agitated, by the opening blocked up by the anvil. It was a quiet, clear night, and sounds of rustling grass made their way into camp.

      More than the amu. It was expected, but my heart jumped anyway. I gathered myself with a deep breath.

      The gate door propped up against the palisade to block the gap shuddered as something hit against it. We had tilted it on an angle to cover the gap, so that more force would be required to knock it over. It shook again, and at the same time the amu leapt over the palisade and landed next to Hector. The giant cat yowled and leapt to bite his face.

      Hector raised an arm and the amu's fangs found wood instead of flesh. It tore at the lumber, and I cast Weak Point. Victoria emerged from the darkness right next to the amu. She struck it hard on its leg with her spiked club, causing the beast to snarl and turn. At the same time, the door covering the gap shuddered, and the wood started to splinter.

      It seemed that the enemy had wanted to rush us with the amu and other beasts, but the forces had not yet joined. It would be a huge win to take out the amu while it was isolated. Once the other monsters breached the camp, the nimble amu would be able to strike at distracted targets.

      I cast Charge on Wallace and sprinted at the amu. Hector advanced on it from behind. “Finish it off!” I shouted.

      Victoria landed a blow on the amu’s snout, dazing it as Weak Point's debuff took effect. Wallace reached the amu a moment after and cracked it with a hard blow.

      The amu let out a piercing yowl and lost its footing with one leg. I struck its hip and felt the nails on my club scrape against its tough hide.

      I had underestimated the amu. The beast’s natural armor was strong even against our new weapons. It wasn’t like the baboons, which we had been able to kill with a well-aimed blow.

      Hector swung his arm, but the amu saw it coming and leapt over my head, clipping my shoulder and knocking me over. It scrambled for the main gate and fell right into the open pit. Hector remembered the plan from before and dumped the scrap metal from his inventory onto the beast. It didn't deal damage, but it did half-bury the amu and prevent it from escaping.

      A series of hisses came from right in front of me, and I looked up to see four beach lizards lurking right on the other side of the pit, little more than a mass of darkness and scales in the moonlight. They must have noticed the trap while circling the camp.

      With a crack, the door blocking the gap split apart. The lizards hissed and ran off, rustling through the grass on the other side of the palisade.
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      Another blow knocked the pieces of the broken gate clear of the palisade, leaving the gap entirely open. Two green-skinned, E-rank orcs stepped into our camp. All I could see in the dark was the outline of matted hair that hung down to their hips and some kind of markings on their torso and arms. They were entirely naked except for their loincloths and would have stood over six feet tall, if not for their hunched posture. They raised stone hatchets, bared their teeth and growled at the same time. Terror locked my legs in place as the orcs' debuff hit me full-on.

      “Mist!” Victoria shouted.

      I was still terrified, but I cast the talent in time.

      Victoria used it right away and covered the gap like we had planned. The mist appeared thick over the ground and partially obscured one of the orcs. It likely saved my life. Both of the orcs startled and hesitated in their advance. In that time the debuff wore off. My heart slowed, and I regained control my legs. I heard Wallace running toward me, so instead of backing away, I leapt forward and swung for the nearest orc's head.

      The orc intercepted my spiked club with his hatchet so hard that the impact of the wooden hafts against each other nearly knocked it from my hand. I bounced back on the balls of my feet and cast Icy Breath on Wallace. He immediately used it to root the orc I was fighting.

      Ice formed around the orc's bare feet and halfway up its calves in the blink of an eye. I ducked a hatchet swing from the other orc, cast Frenzy on Wallace, and sidestepped to face my new attacker. I had just squared up to him when the lizards came hissing out of the mist, running right past us and into the center of the camp.

      We were flanked, with four lizards on one side and two orcs on the other. I ducked and rolled past the orc, into the mist. I stayed in a crouch to avoid any wild hatchet swings and used the time I’d bought to cast Charge on Hector.

      Something moved swiftly past me in the mist and I froze, this time of my own accord, as I mistook Victoria for another beast. She had slipped into the mist as soon as she had cast it and waited until all the enemies were through to create her own flank. I heard the thud of her spiked club hitting an orc and followed her out of the mist, which then ran out of time and disappeared.

      I heard Gordy cry in terror and glimpsed a lizard biting into his leg. He hadn’t even tried to run from where he had planted himself before the attack.

      I looked for a way to reach him, but there was no pathway through the battle. One orc lay dead with frost-burned feet and a caved-in chest. I reflexively cast Stamina Boost on Wallace and Evasion on Victoria.

      Three lizards lunged and weaved around Hector’s huge legs, avoiding his lumbering strikes. I cast Frenzy and Stamina Boost on him one after the other, burning through the last of my useful talents except for Minor Heal, which I held in reserve.

      I didn’t have time to watch what happened next. I turned my attention back to the orc and fourth lizard, and saw Wallace laying on the ground, using his club to push against the weight of the lizard on top of him. He bled freely from a wide gash on the side of his head that had taken a chunk of his hair with it. Another gash had exposed his shoulder bone, and the lizard was working at slicing open his innards with its curved claws.

      I rushed to his side and bashed the lizard's head. I had become somewhat used to swinging a weapon, and unlike on the beach, I twisted my hips and put my weight fully into the blow.

      My spiked club didn’t bounce off the lizard’s skull like my hardwood baton had two days ago. The nails found the gaps between the lizard’s scales and drew blood. I jerked the weapon back and took one of the lizard's scales with it.

      I smashed it on the head again and again in the same place, ripping out more of its scales. The nails punctured into the lizard’s soft white flesh on the fourth blow. The beast stopped trying to finish off Wallace and turned to face me, but Wallace wasn’t having it. He took one of the two unused nails from his inventory and yelled as he drove it into the lizard's eye with his left hand.

      I don’t know how many more times I struck the lizard before it died, but when it did, the only sound in the camp was Hector’s heaving breath and the crunch of the last lizard eating Gordy's corpse. Victoria and I flanked the beast and beat on it mercilessly until it was dead.

      I removed Charge from Wallace, put Minor Heal into the slot and immediately cast it on him. The effect was hardly noticeable.

      “Hector, do you have any herbs left?”

      “I didn’t find enough to save for later. I’m sorry.”

      “What can we do for him?” I asked.

      “He’s losing a lot of blood,” said Victoria. “We need to cauterize the wounds. Hector, hold him still. Paul, I need you to light the fire.”

      I went with her and activated the hearthstone. Victoria used two spiked clubs to hold a piece of flat scrap metal in the flames. The blood and bits of flesh sticking to the nails sizzled and burnt, adding another stink to the air. When the scrap metal was red-hot, she took it out and carefully brought it over to Wallace.

      “The shock could kill him,” she said, and waited for me to acknowledge the fact.

      “Do it,” I replied.

      The gash on Wallace's chest bled more heavily than the one on his head, and Victoria pushed the metal against it first.

      The smell of burning flesh once again filled the air, and Wallace’s eyes rolled back. Hector held the Vrul's shoulder flat on the ground, but Wallace looked so far gone that it would have been a relief to see him try to struggle. As it was, Victoria burnt the wound closed on his head without any trouble and then moved aside the flaps of his green vest to look at the wounds on his stomach.

      “It sliced him up pretty badly,” she said, prodding the cuts on his stomach and upper thighs, “but I don’t think we need to worry about it for now. The claws didn’t puncture his stomach.”

      “I’ll cast Minor Heal on him for as long as it takes,” I said.

      “That might save him,” she replied. “We should know in a few hours whether or not he will live. We can leave him for now. I want to kill that amu before it gets away.” She left to peer into the pit.

      “Are you all right?” I asked Hector.

      “Yeah,” he replied. He had removed the lumber from his arms, leaving red lines from where the rope had chaffed his skin raw. His legs bled from lizard bites but, compared to Wallace, it was nothing to overly worry about.

      I cast Minor Heal on him. “What happened? I didn’t see how your fight went.”

      “The wood is heavy. I wasn’t doing much with it until you used Frenzy. I think the sudden speed increase surprised the lizards. I got two of them right after that.”

      I looked around and spotted lizard bodies with broken bones crumpled where Hector’s attacks had sent them flying.

      “I got the last one eventually,” Hector concluded.

      “The fight didn’t go according to plan,” I said, as we walked over to Gordy's body.

      “What happened to you?” Hector asked. “It looked like you froze up when the orcs came in.”

      "They used a debuff. It's similar to Tuk'Mout's roar. I think it triggers when they growl."

      Hector nodded in understanding, lifted Gordy's body, and carried it next to one of the gaps in the wall. I hoisted the woman, Rayah, into a fireman's carry and slumped her next to Gordy.

      “They didn’t have a chance,” I said softly.

      “None of us would without you,” said Hector seriously. “The chance of crossing paths with a battle master is astronomically low. The chance of being shipwrecked with one?” Hector shook his head. “I think the gods must have wanted me to live.”

      “I don’t know if it will be enough, but I’ll do my best,” I said. “We need to come up with a plan for tomorrow. We can assume the next attack will be worse than this one.” 'I looked around the camp and caught sight of one of the stone hatchets. “Between the lizards and coconuts, we have enough food and water to last us at least a couple of days. I think we should spend tomorrow building better defenses and doing what we can for Wallace. If he doesn’t recover, we may have to abandon the camp.”

      “We should bury the dead first thing at dawn,” said Hector.

      I agreed, and we both joined Victoria at the pit.

      The amu had managed to free all but its crippled leg from the scrap metal. It snarled and tried to leap free when we looked down at it.

      “I can’t reach it,” said Victoria.

      Hector finished it with a blow of his driftwood club, and the amu crumpled atop the metal, ready for looting.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 4

        0/5 Battle points to your next level
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      We took stone hatchets and a pair of bone necklaces that looked to be made of finger digits from the dead orcs. No one wanted the necklaces, so we threw them into the pit by the front gate then divvied up the basic loot dropped by the lizards and amu.

      My head spun with plans for the next day. There was absolutely no time to waste, but I was also completely exhausted. I cast Minor Heal on Wallace again, curled up against the palisade, and slept until dawn.

      I woke to the sound of Victoria and Hector digging a pair of graves in the middle of the camp. Wallace had regained consciousness and was sitting up against the palisade. I cracked a coconut open and handed him a big piece of it. He looked ragged, but he grinned when I sat down next to him.

      “We won,” he said gleefully.

      “Damn right we did,” I replied. “And we’re going to do it again tonight.”

      “What’s the plan?” he asked.

      “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. I think we should spend the day building defenses. You’re the engineer. Any ideas?”

      “I’ve been thinking about that since I woke up. The hatchets open up a lot of options. I’d say the first priority is repairing the palisade. We also want a ring of sharpened stakes inside the camp for when they breach the wall.”

      “I see you’re feeling better,” I said, surprised at his level of energy.

      “Yeah. Thanks for saving my life, by the way.”

      I shrugged. “We’ve been doing that for each other since the shipwreck. Still, I want you to rest all day. I’ll keep casting Minor Heal on you, and with any luck you'll be in fighting shape by tonight.”

      Wallace nodded. “I’ll sleep as much as I can."

      We paused conversing and watched Hector raise his palms to the sky and chant a prayer for the dead.

      “But then what?” I asked. “We can’t stay here forever and hope they leave us alone. At some point, we'll have to search for Richard and the others.”

      “I would rather the orcs come to me,” Wallace replied. “Make them work to get past our defenses. We have a better chance that way.”

      “Or we could take the fight to them,” said Victoria. “They wouldn’t expect that.” She joined us while Hector moved a layer of dirt, then a thin layer of scrap metal, and then the rest of the dirt to bury the bodies.

      “I don’t think we’re ready,” I said, siding with Wallace. “Staying here will thin their numbers. We killed the amu that way. Besides, we’re not ready to face the python yet. It’s out in the jungle somewhere, and it will definitely defend the orc dungeon if we attack it. And then there's whatever is controlling the python."

      “Fine, maybe you’re right,” Victoria conceded. “But I don’t see why we can’t at least scout the area and farm battle experience during the day. My class can't gain experience in a party, and Wallace and Hector aren't combat classes. That leaves you as the only party member who can realistically level up right now. The faster you do that, the greater the chance of survival, and the sooner we can clear the dungeon.”

      I smiled, glad for her confidence and that she understood the long-term strategy. “That's a good plan. Scout the jungle and try to find the lizard nest. If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to build defenses and kill lizards all in one day.”

      “I’ll set out right now.” She cracked another coconut and drank the water inside. “Can you cook some meat while I’m gone? I’m getting a bit sick of coconut.”

      “I second that,” said Hector. He had finished stamping down the graves. On top of them, he had placed a small circle of scrap metal. I guessed it was a religious symbol.

      “Fine, fine,” I agreed.

      “Can you collect plants while you’re out?” Hector asked Victoria. He went over and began describing what he needed to make his healing balm.

      I decided to spend my new talent point before beginning the day’s activities. My options were to upgrade an existing talent or unlock a new one. I had spent my last two points unlocking Icy Breath for Wallace and upgrading Hector’s War Cry.

      Would it be better to buff Victoria or stack more value into Hector? I opened Victoria’s profile to check how I could spend the point on her.

      
        
        Talent Upgrades

        Garrote 2: Silence the target for an additional 5 seconds.

        Ambush 2: Leap distance increased by 2 feet.

        Evasion 2: Double the talent’s duration.

        Mist 2: Cooldown decreased by 10 minutes.

        Weak Point 2: Double the debuff duration.

      

        

      
        New Talent Options

        Quick Feet: Remove all slowing and rooting effects. Usable every 30 minutes.

        Soft Touch: A pinpoint strike that stuns the target for 3 seconds. Does not work on massive targets. Usable every 10 minutes.

        Camouflage: Blend into the environment and become slightly less noticeable to non-party members for 5 minutes. Usable every 10 minutes.

        Sniper: Temporarily increase ranged accuracy by 50% for 1 minute. Usable every 10 minutes.

        Poisoned Blade: The next attack that draws blood will slow the enemy’s attack speed by 5% for 5 seconds, stacking up to a maximum of 15%. Each new stack applied refreshes the duration. Usable every 5 minutes.

      

      

      Sniper was definitely out because we didn’t have ranged weapons. At first glance, Mist 2, Evasion 2, and Poisoned Blade stood out as favorites. Poisoned Blade and Evasion 2 would hugely increase Victoria’s ability to fight one versus one, while Mist 2 would give us even more crowd control. Soft Touch, on the other hand, could be a powerful follow-up to Charge or Icy Breath, and almost guarantee the death of a single enemy. But that would also mean using two or three talent cooldowns on a single target.

      Last night’s battle had revealed a new problem to me, even worse than the python: there were only four of us left alive, meaning it wouldn’t take many enemies to outnumber us, flank us, and pick us off one at a time. Using Mist twice against the lizards and orcs would have been incredibly helpful. It might have saved Gordy. But, even upgraded, it would be a long cooldown.

      I decided that Poisoned Blade didn’t quite have enough power. Assuming three successful strikes stacked to the total fifteen percent debuff, the target would be slowed by five percent for five seconds, then ten percent for five seconds, and fifteen percent for five seconds. The first two stacks seemed too negligible to be worth the bother, while the fifteen percent needed more than a five-second duration to be truly beneficial. And what talent would be swapped out to make room for it?

      Uncertain about how to proceed with Victoria, I checked Wallace’s profile and found the talent that unlocked after Icy Breath.

      
        
        Frost Burn: Coat an enemy weapon in ice for 15 seconds and cause it to burn any flesh it touches. Usable every 20 minutes.

      

      

      It was a good talent, but was it more useful than Victoria’s options? I had already decided that Hector was strong enough with the talents he had, so it was between Victoria and Wallace. I also had to consider long-term strategy. If I continued choosing talents that were only good right now, I might unwittingly leave us extremely unbalanced against enemies in the zone beyond the jungle. According to Hector, we were a long way from civilization and, as bad as the orcs were, I had a feeling we would run into worse before we got clear of the Wild.

      To really get the most out of the party, each member had to fully realize their class. Hector was obviously a warrior, and Wallace was on the path to becoming a frost mage, battle mage, or something of the sort. Victoria was the weak link. She felt more like an agile warrior than an assassin. Assassins are supposed to ambush enemies in an explosion of violence and then disengage. In the last battle, I should have kept her in reserve instead of Hector.

      It was difficult to choose between Ambush 2 and Soft Spot, but I went with the latter. It had a bit more versatility and, overall, probably more damage, albeit over a longer period of time. In a pinch, Soft Spot could be used to escape, but even better, I could cast Ambush, Soft Spot, and Weak Strike as a combo to blow up an enemy. Mist had not been as useful as I’d imagined, so I took it out to make room for the new talent. The plan was to make Victoria an ambush assassin who could slip in and out of battle, while Hector, Wallace, and I held the frontline.

      I also replaced Hector’s Minor Heal with War Cry. Hector could take a lot of damage, plus I could always swap Minor Heal in after a fight to heal him up. The twenty percent AOE slow would have had a huge impact in the last battle.

      I had spent so much time planning for the night battle, and I still made at least three critical mistakes—not even counting the actual execution of the plan. Becoming a good battle master was much more than casting talents when they were off cooldown. Unfortunately, every learning experience had a life-or-death outcome. There was no training period, no mock battles for experimentation. I had played thousands of hours of strategy games and read military history books, but it felt like poor preparation for actually commanding units on the ground.

      I had to broaden my perspective and realize that my role extended beyond talents and party members. I had to come up with general strategies as well—for example, solving the problem of not having eyes on the enemy before they breached our defenses.

      “I don’t like how we can’t see the enemy until they are in the camp,” I told Wallace.

      “Agreed. They circled us and can attack at any time. It feels like an ambush,” he said.

      “Do you think we could build a watchtower?”

      Wallace shook his head. “Nope. Not enough materials.”

      “How about a platform above the gate?”

      “That’s possible,” he said slowly, thinking it through. “But it’s on the sea-facing side of the camp. What you want is something on top of the jungle side, right?”

      “Yeah, ideally.”

      “I’ll think about it while you guys gather wood from the jungle. Bring as much as you can. Whatever is left over after repairing the palisade can be used for stakes.”
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      It was another clear day. Hector and I walked down from the camp, through the long grass on the hill, and into the jungle. I remembered back to the first time I had entered the jungle with Hector, when Richard had tasked us with finding water, and how scared I’d been. It was funny that I was no longer as afraid as I’d been. Discovering just how deadly the jungle zone was and fighting the monsters within had actually made me braver, instead of more afraid.

      I even wished that a lizard or two would show up, just so we could kill them for meat and battle points. Other than the meat, the rest of the loot they dropped was useless, as far as I could tell. The fangs and claws we had gathered could, in theory, be added to a club, but we had no means of attaching them.

      Hector tapped the small tree beside him with his fist. "How about this one?" It was only a bit taller than the palisade wall, which was perfect.

      “Looks about the right size,” I agreed.

      We took up our hatchets and worked at both sides of the trunk. The tree shook from the impact of Hector’s swings, and he was twice as fast at cutting it down. The tree crashed to the jungle floor, where we tied it with the rope, leaving two ends for us to pull on. Getting it up the hill was tiring, but we managed three trees of approximately equal size, branches and all, before we stopped for lunch.

      “Earth.” I spoke the keyword and the bed of ash in the firepit glowed red. The color deepened until sparks flew, and then flames jumped up on their own. It was strange to see a fire burn with no fuel for it, but that was the way of magic.

      I cut off branches from one of the trees and shaped four of them into pointed sticks with my hatchet. Hector and Wallace took one each and stabbed chunks of raw lizard meat onto the end. Hector warned us about parasites living in the flesh of jungle animals, so we made sure to cook the meat thoroughly. Most of the outside burnt to a black crisp, but we ate every bite.

      “I may have figured out how we can get vision over the wall,” said Wallace. “We could use the hatchets to cut off the sharpened tops of the palisade. Then we could build a platform on top of the flat surface and make a rope ladder to reach it. Ah, but it would be a lot easier if we had more nails.”

      “More of the shipwreck may have washed up,” I told him. “We’ll go down and see what we can scavenge. Maybe we’ll get lucky.” I stabbed another chunk of meat onto his skewer, for him to cook for Victoria while we were gone. Then Hector and I set out again, well-fed for the work to come.

      It was a little past noon by the time we saw a cluster of wood washed up on the beach. But we were not the first scavengers to arrive. Three lizards plodded through the wreckage, forked tongues rhythmically slipping in and out of their mouths to taste the air.

      Hector and I didn't need time to deliberate. I cast Charge, and Hector dropped his driftwood club from where he’d rested it on his shoulder and sprinted straight at the nearest lizard.

      He had grown as a warrior since our first battle on the beach, and not just because of my talents. He was far more accurate with his club and had become a ferocious fighter. Did giving him warrior talents contribute to that at all, or was it all because he had a few life or death battles under his belt now?

      Could a talent specialization change someone’s personality? It was an interesting thought that I decided to return to another time.

      Hector killed the first lizard with a single blow. Its body was still by the time he swept his club sideways in a wide arc, forcing back the lizard that had flanked him. I cast Frenzy and Stamina Boost and moved to engage one of the lizards, giving Hector’s club a wide berth.

      Hector cracked a lizard on its side and sent it sprawling in my direction. I circled around to its head and swung on the exposed underside of its neck. The soft, meaty tissue was protected by a thin layer of scales that the nails on my club ripped into it right away. I got one more swing in before the lizard rolled back to its feet, but blood gushed from the wound in its neck. I patiently waited for it to make the first move, knowing that time was on my side.

      I knew, now, the lizards' attack pattern, and how to keep a safe distance. When it lunged to bite my knee, I quickly dodged backward and countered with lengthy swing that connected with the side of its head. The swing didn’t have enough force behind it to stagger the beast, because I didn’t want to commit to turning my body with the swing and leave myself momentarily stationary. I wasn’t strong like Hector and Wallace, so I had to be nimble and wear out my opponent.

      I quickly sidestepped, forcing the lizard to expend energy by turning its long, stocky body before its next attack. The beasts could be explosively fast, but I was hoping the gore hanging out of its throat had somewhat dulled that capability.

      I continued evading the lizard and kept a safe distance, only tapping it with my spiked club when it seemed like it might turn its attention to Hector. A glance showed the same style of combat taking place a few paces across the white sand, except it was Hector playing aggressor, and the lizard evading most of the attacks.

      One versus one combat was not to the lizards' liking. They preferred to swarm and flank and drag their prey to the ground, where their claws became extra weapons and they could use their weight to pin their target. I had nearly died to that tactic, and I had saved Wallace from it the night before.

      We should use our cooking sticks as spears, I thought. They were strong and sharp enough to give the lizards a good poke, and they would have, by the far, the most reach of any of our weapons, barring Hector's club.

      It was time to end the fight. I cast War Cry, and both lizards were caught in the talent’s area of effect. Hector swung from the side, and the lizard he faced tried to dodge but was too slow, caught in the five-second movement speed debuff. Hector’s club clipped it on the jaw and it toppled to the sand, where he finished it off with a heavy blow.

      The last lizard succumbed to the War Cry's demoralizing debuff. It threw up plumes of white sand as it tried to escape to the jungle, but it was weakened by its wound, and even after the movement speed debuff wore off, I easily caught up to it. One swing to the back of its head made it drop to the sand on its belly. Two more and it was dead.

      
        
        Small Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        1/5 Battle points to your next level

      

        

      
        Jungle Lizard Harvesting Level Increase!

        Party Harvesting Level: 2

      

      

      We looted the lizards left behind and collected from them the usual claws, fangs, and meat, as well as a pair of ribs and a leg bone—new loot options gained by leveling up our Jungle Lizard harvesting level. I also noticed that the encounter was considered a small battle, only earning one battle point. It was quite a change from my first day on the beach, when killing two lizards had counted as a medium battle.

      “It was good that we came across them. We were running low on meat,” said Hector. He wiped the blood from his driftwood club onto the sand as best as he could, then rested it over one shoulder.

      “You’ve become a good fighter,” I told him. “The orcs are going to wish they never made us their enemy."

      Hector nodded. "And Tuk'Mout. I have a bone to pick with him."

      “Agreed. Let’s salvage what we can and return to camp. With any luck, Victoria will be back and know where to find the lizard nest.”
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      Hector and I returned to camp in mid-afternoon and found Victoria and Wallace hard at work to repair the damaged palisade. We dumped out what we had salvaged from the beach: one long rope; three metal barrel bands; four medium-sized driftwood pieces.

      “It was mostly wood on the beach,” I told them. “Do you think the metal bands will be good for anything?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know what," said Wallace. "I’ll think about it.” He added the items to his inventory, except for the driftwood, which he left with the pile of leftover wood in the camp.

      “Did you find the lizards?” I asked Victoria.

      She paused swinging her hatchet to answer. “No, there was nothing. I may have overestimated my tracking abilities. For now, I think we should focus our efforts on building the camp defenses, like we planned.”

      “I agree,” said Wallace. “We can look for lizards tomorrow."

      I nodded. “We'll finish the stakes first. I also think we should use our cooking sticks as spears. They will be good for keeping lizards back. When an enemy gets inside the spear’s range, we toss it for our main weapon.”

      Victoria wasn’t convinced. “I’ll stick with the club. It’s better for my style of combat.”

      I shrugged. "As you wish. I was thinking it would be best for the frontline." I really had to remember that Victoria was an assassin. Her fighting style was in a different category from everybody else’s.

      “I would use a rapier instead,” she continued. “If only that idiot Richard hadn’t got himself killed.”

      “What about one of the hatchets?” I asked.

      She blinked and lifted up the one she was holding. “Right,” she said, as if seeing it for the first time. “I kind of forgot it could be used for something other than chopping wood.”

      “There's another reason I think the spears could work," I said. “Hector is going back to his club, and I don’t want to be near him when he’s swinging it. With spears, we can corral enemies into a tighter space and stop them from flanking us.”

      Wallace nodded, following the idea perfectly. “We limit their movement. We could have stopped the lizards from running past us last time.”

      “Exactly. That way, we force them to stay within range of Hector’s attacks. One knock from him and they'll hit the ground. Then we swoop in to finish them off.”

      “I wouldn’t have to go after them for the killing blow and expose myself to attack,” Hector added.

      “Yeah, you just hold your ground and hit as many as you can," Wallace replied. "I think we can make new spears, though. My cooking stick isn't straight enough."

      Victoria chuckled. “You guys shouldn’t get too excited. Remember last night? We had this great plan, and then things went haywire. It’s the same thing: we don’t know how many will attack, or from where. They could knock down the wall in three places. I don’t think we should plan for this perfect scenario.”

      “That's true," I replied, "but the spears would still keep them from rushing in, and buy us time to get into position.”

      “It’s not going to be like before, because this time we will have vision,” said Wallace. “I just had an idea. What if instead of a platform on top of the palisade, we build one next to it?"

      “We have enough material for that?” I asked.

      “We’ll make steps out of a tree trunk,” he explained. “First a small stump we can get onto from the ground, and then a taller one that we can get onto from the first. We won't have much wood left to make stakes, but I think this is more important.”

      “And you can use your spears to stab at them from over the palisade,” said Hector.

      We all agreed it was a good plan, even if only two of us—or three, if Victoria felt like it—would use the stumps to attack over the palisade.

      With four of us working at full capacity, we quickly finished repairing two gaps in the palisade, leaving the anvil to block the third, and cut out large chunks of wood from one of the tree trunks, to use as steps set against the inside of the palisade. Wallace selected three branches to use as spears. We carved them to be as straight as possible, then sharpened the tips to a deadly point and hardened them in the fire.

      On Victoria’s suggestion, we carved leftover wood into small spikes and set them upright in the earth at the bottom of the pit trap, by the front gate. Then we covered the pit with two leafy branches weak enough to collapse the moment something stepped on them. We moved the stump steps into position, and Wallace went up to the top, where he stood with his torso above the top of the palisade.

      I went around the outside of the camp to where he stood, so that he could test his spear range. We discovered that a fully extended thrust of his spear could pierce me anywhere from my bicep upward. The most logical and visible target, from Wallace’s position, was my neck or back, depending on the direction I was facing. The lizards would be too low to the ground for the spears to reach them.

      The defenses had been prepared as we had planned, but Victoria's observation about the last battle not going to plan nagged at me. “We’re missing something,” I said. We all sat on what was left of the last tree trunk.

      “We can’t do anything else for the palisade,” Wallace pointed out. “We buried the new posts as deep as we could, but our repairs still won’t be as strong as the original sections. There wasn’t enough rope to reinforce with.”

      “We could fortify the palisade with earth,” Hector suggested. “Four feet of packed dirt will make breaking it down more difficult.”

      “We have no plan for once they get inside,” said Victoria.

      “That’s it,” I said. “They are going to get inside eventually. This isn’t the dolmen. We can’t count on blocking them off at a single choke. They'll just find another way.”

      “So, we need to prepare something inside the wall,” said Hector.

      Wallace shook his head. “All we have left is the metal bands, two nails, rope, and a lot of wood."

      I watched the sun set through the open gate, and the pink sky reflect off the calm water. A layer of grime covered me like a second layer of skin, and we all stunk with horrible body odor. It was no wonder the camp smelled terrible all the time. I had thought it had to do with all the creatures that had died there, or the smells from the fecund jungle being pushed toward us by the wind. But no; it was just us. Had a ship come around the coastline and spotted us waving at them on the beach, they might have smelled us from out on the water and greeted us with cannon fire, mistaking us for the orcs we were fighting.

      “I’m going for a swim, and I suggest you all join me," I said. "It smells like a pigsty in here.”

      “You three certainly do,” said Victoria. “I washed earlier in the river.”

      Wallace, Hector, and I went down the grassy hill, straight to the sea where we plunged in and scrubbed ourselves as best as we could. We got out feeling much refreshed, but it was somewhat disheartening to know I might not ever again have the luxury of a modern shower, or shampoo, or toothpaste. But there were bigger things to worry about, like how to kill the damn python that the orcs controlled.

      We walked back to camp with our shirts slung over our shoulders. Victoria had been busy while we were gone. She had cut the leaves off the remaining tree trunk, and now it was bare, with the stubby remains of cut-off branches sticking out of it at odd angles. The trunk itself was about five feet long and half as wide as Hector.

      The three of us wiped ourselves dry with our shirts as best we could and set them back on, but Victoria was having none of it. “Those rags are half the stink,” she chided. “Turn them inside out and hang them to bleach in the sun. With any luck they’ll be better by tomorrow night.”

      Wallace and I obliged by hanging our shirts from one of the palisade's pointed posts. Satisfied, she told us what she had been working on.

      “Whoever has the other hatchet can help me sharpen these,” she said, gesturing at the stubs of what had once been branches on the tree trunk. “When we’re done, can you flip it, Hector, so the spikes are facing up? We’ll use it as a barricade, for after the walls have been breached.”

      Wallace had the other hatchet, and he set to work sharpening the stubs until they were pointed enough to draw blood. Then Hector turned the tree trunk so the majority of the spikes faced up and forward, at whoever would be rushing to enter the camp and attack us.

      “That will be hell for them to climb over,” said Victoria. It was the second time I’d seen her smile. I think it said something about her character, that she found so much pleasure in imagining her enemies impaled on the spikes she’d sharpened.

      “Dealing with our spears at the same time," I added.

      “I’ll move it into position when the time comes,” said Hector, already knowing his role in the plan. Without him, there wouldn’t have been much of a point in making the barricade, because no one else would be able to move the damn thing fast enough.

      We lay down to take some time for ourselves and rest before the attack. We had done as much as we could to upgrade the defenses. If we wanted to stay in camp much longer, we could build an earthen rampart next, although that would be a multi-day project and perhaps too much labor, given our small party size.

      I turned my attention to the talents I had slotted in for my party members, telling myself I would review them only for an hour before getting some sleep.
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      Wallace shook me awake. “They’re coming,” he said.

      I scrambled to my feet and equipped my spear. Wallace already had his in hand. He was able to stand tall, but his face was pale. I cast Minor Heal on him right away. “Are you able to fight?” I asked.

      “I don’t think I have a choice," he said with a grin. "I might not be as fast as I was yesterday, but I’ll take down at least one orc with me.”

      “Retreat to the steps if you have to,” I told him. “It will be hard for anything to get you, if you’re up on the second one.”

      Wallace nodded and looked to Victoria. She was standing on one of the steps, looking down the hill and at the jungle. The night sky was clear, and we were able to see by the dim, silvery moonlight.

      “Three orcs,” she reported. “There are creatures around them. I can’t tell how many. And there’s… I think something is moving under the grass.”

      “That must be the python,” I said.

      “They’re coming up the hill now,” said Victoria. “I don’t think they spotted me. You guys should get up here.”

      Wallace and I ran to take our posts on top of the steps we had built. I got there in time to see the first enemy come up against the palisade. It was a lizard, like the many we had killed. I dropped to a crouch and kept my spear low. The lizard moved slowly, and I could barely make out its forked tongue flicking in and out. Suddenly it hissed and took off across the grass, following the palisade wall. It must have tasted us in the air.

      I flattened my hand and made a sharp gesture in the direction of the camp’s gate. Victoria immediately moved in that direction, keeping close to the palisade. Hector kept his position by the spiked barricade, but he turned to face the gate.

      Three more lizards crested the hill, and they took off right away to join the first one. Three orcs came next, and with them the python. Seeing them made me panic, and I almost dropped my spear. The python was even bigger than I remembered. Its thick body was covered in green and black scales, and it slid across the ground at the height of the orcs' knees. Two tons of muscle and scales, and with a jaw massive enough to match.

      The python and orcs passed by. I quietly rose from my crouch, brought my spear over the wall, and raised it to stab the nearest orc in the neck.

      At that moment a lizard crashed through the branches covering the pit trap and fell onto the spikes, where it screeched a warning to the others. The orcs took off at a sprint. I considered throwing my spear at their backs but estimated the chance of seriously injuring them too low. It wasn’t worth losing the spear. But while I had missed my opportunity, Wallace was still ready and waiting. I jumped down from my step and saw Wallace plunge his spear over the palisade. He drew it back quickly after the strike, adjusted his grip, and drove it down for a second time with even more force.

      I didn’t have time to watch what happened next. I ran to the gate and took up a post on the other side of the pit. Three lizards hissed at me from the other side. I glanced down and saw that the lizard that had fallen in was dead. The force of its fall had been enough for the sharpened spikes to drive up through its soft underside and pierce vital organs. The now-familiar smells of death and blood filled the air, and my heart raced in anticipation of battle.

      I took deep, calming breaths and waited for the enemy to come. The lizards held their position, and I realized my spear reached across the length of the pit. I stabbed a lizard's snout, and it reared back from the pit. I stabbed quickly at the others, bloodying the point of my spear, which was surprisingly effective at finding the gaps between their scales.

      The palisade shook. Wallace stumbled and almost fell off his step. “The python is attacking the wall!” he shouted. The large posts, driven five feet into the dirt, rattled from another blow. Wallace jumped down and joined the rest of us.

      This is what happened to the last group that made camp here. The python had been able to smash down the original palisade, and it was doing it all over again.

      “I got one of them,” said Wallace. “I think he’s dead, but I’m not sure. There are two orcs left and the python,” he clarified.

      “Three lizards at the gate,” said Hector.

      “They’re going to rush in when the wall comes down,” I said. “Victoria, we’re going to use Mist to cover the gap again. Hector, set the barricade in position."

      Hector pulled the spiked barricade in front of the section of the wall being struck by the python’s tail. Wallace and I waited on the other side of it with our spears at the ready. Victoria crouched nearby in the shadows, and Hector stood directly behind the barricade, club resting on his shoulder.

      The next strike cracked the palisade. Pieces of the wooden posts flew through the air, and the posts that didn’t break tilted far inward and snapped loose from the ropes tying them together. We could now see the python on the other side. Its thick tail whipped against the wall and smashed apart the remaining posts, scattering rope and wood across the camp.

      The four of us had been through enough battles by that point that we were able to hold our positions. I cast Mist preemptively on Victoria, and she held the talent until the lizards raced for the break in the palisade. Mist landed right on top of them and obscured the gap in the wall.

      Like last time, the lizards tried to spread out, run to the back of the camp, and set up a flank. But they didn’t get far. One of them ran straight into the spiked barricade and impaled itself through the chest. Hector roared and smashed it with his driftwood club, showering the barrier with bits of bone, blood, and gore. That was one lizard down right away. The other two ran around the barrier, but Wallace and I were waiting and stabbed them with our fire-hardened spears.

      The lizards hissed and tried to barrel past, but we continued to stab them, and did enough damage that they eventually stopped trying and waited, outside the range of our spears, for the rest of their attack force.

      The python raised its head above the mist and slithered straight at Hector, angry beyond reason and intending to use its massive strength to overwhelm us. In doing so, it dragged its massive body over the middle of the spiked barricade.

      All the time Victoria had spent sharpening each stub paid off in full. The weight of the python’s bulk put so much pressure down on the tree trunk that a number of the spikes pierced its scales and dug deep into flesh. Others snapped as they scraped off the python’s natural armor, but many more ripped through its innards as it continued to slither over the barricade, which rolled with the python’s progress and was dragged along with it, slowing the beast considerably.

      I stopped staring in awe at the destruction and refocused on holding my position. In this situation, I had no choice but to fully trust Hector. I heard his club crack against the python, but I didn't have time to watch the battle of giants. The lizard I faced tried to dart past me again, and I stabbed it in the soft flesh between its shoulder and leg. It snapped its jaw and tried again, no doubt driven to attack by the orcs only now passing through the mist to stand behind the python.

      Wary of being hit by the orcs' debuff, I quickly averted my gaze and stabbed the lizard once more. I hadn’t noticed Victoria since the attack began, and I suspected she had looped into the mist, behind the orcs, to repeat her flanking strategy that had been so successful last time.

      I thrust my spear forward to prick the lizard and keep it back. By chance the spear tip dug into the lizard’s snout, and it finally turned tail, running back out the broken section of palisade just as Mist's duration ended.

      Wallace had taken a more aggressive tactic. Across the battlefield, the last lizard lay dead on its back with his spear sticking straight through its stomach. But that meant the weapon was likely gone for the rest of the battle. He equipped his spiked club and took up a new fighting stance, but the orcs ignored him and charged my position. Almost immediately, one was swept off its feet by the python’s shifting tail and landed heavily on its back.

      I cast Frenzy and Stamina Boost on Hector, and then War Cry as I turned and ran for the step set against the palisade wall. The orcs were caught in War Cry's AOE and had their movement speed slowed enough for me to reach the top step and bring my spear to the ready. They climbed up after me, glaring hatefully. Their dark, filthy hair hung in tangles down to their waist, and their green skin had primitive symbols painted on it with an orange clay.

      I stabbed one in the forearm as it hopped on the first step, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. He parried my next attack with his cudgel and made space for the other orc to join him.

      I was able to sneak a look at the overall battlefield from my high vantage point. The python was nearly dead. Its head had been bashed in on one side, and the earth beneath it was drenched in blood. Not only had the spiked barricade succeeded in preventing it from entering deep into the camp, but the weight of it, combined with the pain that must have been caused when the python tried to move with the spikes still embedded in it, had the beast basically immobilized and unable to use its tail to strike at Hector. It was limited to lunging and snapping its jaw, which had become a predictable attack.

      Hector evaded by dipping in and out of range, while swinging for the snake’s scaled head and body whenever he could. Wallace stood nearby, waiting for a clear opportunity to jump into the fight. But his face was paler than it was before the battle began. Taking down the lizard had drained him of the little bit of energy he had recovered during the day.

      Victoria stepped into vision behind the orcs on the step below me. She slashed one of their heels with her hatchet and then dodged out of range. The injured orc yelled and hobbled forward, so that he could put a hand on the palisade to balance himself. The other orc rushed forward in a last-ditch attempt to take me out, but I was ready and stabbed him through the base of his neck. He gasped and coughed up blood that splattered across my foot, then tilted to the side and fell to the ground. The wounded orc howled in frustration. It was trapped between me, on the higher step, and Victoria, who waited on the ground below.

      Suddenly, it looked like we were decisively winning the battle. The last orc was crippled, and the python was almost dead.

      “I’ve got this,” I told Victoria. “Go help the others.”

      She nodded and crept around to the back of the python.

      Wallace lost his energy entirely and slumped against the palisade. I prepared to cast Minor Heal on him, but the orc used the moment to hobble down to the ground and make a beeline for the break in the palisade. I cursed and took up my spear. Wallace didn’t look injured in any way. He was simply fatigued, and while Minor Heal might have helped him recover from any past injures that had flared up during the fight, it was more important to finish off the last orc. The more we killed now, the fewer we would face in their dungeon.

      The hobbled orc moved slowly, and I paused my chase to cast Evasion and Weak Point. Victoria, who had been feebly striking at the back of the python’s tail, immediately ran up to the middle of its body and began attacking where the barricade’s spikes had punctured through, each of her blows widening the wounds already inflicted.

      The python turned its head around and lunged to bite her in half. Under the effect of Evasion, Victoria dipped to the side and avoided certain death. But Victoria had attracted the beast’s attention faster than I had guessed, and Evasion wore off a second later. She didn’t need any instruction and ran away from the python as fast as she could, and when she thought she was almost safe, dove and rolled across the dirt.

      I wasted no time and cast Charge on Hector. I saw then that the python had attacked him successfully on his upper arm and torn out a piece of it. It didn’t slow Hector in the least. He raised his club high and rushed his enemy while it was distracted. The python craned its neck back around to face him and was cracked on the side of its skull.

      It flopped to the ground, writhed, and tried to rise again, but Hector stomped on its neck and held it in place against the ground, while he lined up his club and killed the beast with a final swing. The python’s brains scattered onto the dirt along with bits of bone, and I raced past to eliminate the final enemy.

      Now that the battle was all but over, my frightened state changed to one of rage and a desire for revenge. How dare the orcs attack our camp? Did they think they were stronger than us? We had countered their thoughtless assault with ease and killed their strongest pet monster. Now they were going to pay.

      The moonlight revealed the orc hobbling down the main dirt path that connected the beach to the camp’s front gate. I jogged after him and quickly caught up. He never stopped trying to escape, even when he knew I must have been close.

      I stabbed him from behind. The spear tip scraped against his ribcage, so I pulled it out and stabbed again, this time lower, and pierced him all the way through. He fell facedown and died moments later. I looted his cudgel and returned to camp, reflecting on how easily I was able to kill.
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      In the morning we examined the loot we had acquired from the night’s battle. The four lizards yielded the usual claws, fangs, and meat, but also one skull, one spine, and five leg bones. A tremendous addition to our paltry stores.

      The orcs provided nothing but their weapons: one stone cudgel and two stone hatchets. Rasklis dropped unique items: Rasklis’ Fangs, Rasklis’ Scales and Rasklis’ Eyeball. The items lay in a pile by the firepit, which we had just used to cook breakfast.

      “Any thoughts on what to do with these?” I asked, as I held up one of the fangs. It was as long as my forearm and sharp as hell.

      “An alchemist would want them,” said Hector. “Unique items are quite rare. We should try to sell them once we find a town. The lizard claws might be worth something too.”

      I nodded. “Good. Wallace, can you take the cudgel? It might be useful as a throwing weapon.”

      Wallace had recovered from his fatigue, and the gashes on his chest and head had turned into pink, puckered scars. He had apologized profusely for, as he put it, ‘being useless’ during the battle. We had to remind him that he killed one of the orcs before they breached the palisade, and then a lizard once they were inside. It was more than I had done.

      He nodded and took the weapon into his inventory. “I can do that. Not sure if I’ll hit anything with it, but it’s worth a try. Hey, I could use it as a hammer,” he added.

      “I guess we need to repair the palisade again,” said Hector.

      I could tell that a weariness for the whole situation was setting in. Maintaining a high morale was one of my most important duties, and so I decided to switch to an offensive strategy. “Maybe if we have time in the evening,” I said. “Today we’re going to kill Tuk’Mout.”

      That made everyone perk up. “What about the next attack?” Victoria asked, but I could tell she was eager to take down the baboon chief.

      Her question was the perfect cue. I addressed them each individually. “The orcs are not the threat they once were. We defeated them handily last night and killed their most powerful weapon. Victoria, you crippled one of them and saved me when I was trapped on the step. Then you risked your life by attacking the python, giving Hector the opportunity he needed to kill it. Wallace executed his role exactly as planned and killed an orc before the rest of us even saw it. Then he killed a lizard—and all while recovering from the injuries he suffered the night before. But none of us were braver than Hector. You faced the python in single combat and saved us all from a gruesome death. The gods took notice and gave us a permanent buff against snake enemies.

      “We could rebuild the wall, but for what? Now that the snake is dead, I say we let them attack. They will funnel through the break in the wall and right onto the tips of our spears. This part of the world has never known warriors like us.”

      Victoria snorted.

      “A bit much?” I asked.

      “A little,” she said, amusement showing in her eyes.

      Wallace grinned. “You’re making us sound like heroes. We’re just trying to survive.”

      “Isn’t that what heroes are? The ones who do what must be done to survive, no matter what the world throws at them. There will be more battles before we rid ourselves of this jungle, but we sure as ash are going to be on the winning side of them. And there’s another thing. I’m one battle away from reaching level five and unlocking another talent. Killing Tuk’Mout will get us there, and we know where he is.”

      “The baboons are all dead,” said Hector. “It’s four of us versus one of him.”

      “And we can make a grave for Peniwald,” Wallace added.

      “OK, OK,” Victoria sighed. “We’ll go kill Tuk’Mout. Now put on your shirts before you start to burn.”

      I had almost forgotten that they were hanging from a post above the gate. Hector used my spear to get them down and handed them to Wallace and I. Victoria had been right: dirty as it was, my loose, long-sleeved shirt did smell marginally better. I put it on, thankful for the sun protection.

      “You can rest in camp if you need to,” I told Wallace as we prepared to head out. “No one will think worse of you for it.”

      Wallace set his mouth in a grim line. “Not a chance. You’ve all saved my life a dozen times. I’m not going to let you fight Tuk’Mout without me. Besides, I want to see him die just as much as anyone else.”

      We left it at that and exited through the gap in the palisade. Victoria fondly patted the spiked barricade on her way out and led the party to the jungle.

      We found the tree she had marked with an X on our water-finding expedition and followed her into the foliage. Wallace, Victoria, and I used our hatchets to chop a path through the brush, while Hector continued his method of clubbing aside anything in his path. We made good time compared to our previous trek and followed the markings into Tuk’Mout’s territory.

      The first thing I recognized was the fern the four of us had hidden behind while Victoria scouted ahead. Victoria strode past it and led us to the dolmen. We kept quiet the entire time and didn’t hear anything coming from the jungle except for the usual bird calls. No animal had yet replaced the territory the baboons had left behind. Perhaps it was because Tuk’Mout still defended it, and something else would move in once he was gone.

      From there we moved slowly into the heart of Tuk’Mout’s territory, and when he was nowhere to be seen in the nesting area, we travelled past it to the coconut tree grove by the river. The land showed no sign of the baboon chief, or of any other jungle creatures. It made all of us uncomfortable, and we kept checking over our shoulders and watching the treetops above.

      “This is where Peniwald died,” I said. Even the riverbank was quiet, moving slower than when we had escaped.

      We searched for his body and only found a few items. They were the ones I had loaned him on our first day in camp: a spyglass, the diary left in camp, and my hardwood baton. There was no body to bury, but Hector and Wallace waded into the water and collected river stones. Victoria and I kept watch while they built a cairn at the base of a coconut tree. Hector held his palms up to the sky and recited the prayer he had administered over Rayah and Gordy’s graves.

      “I don’t like it. There’s something wrong with the jungle here,” said Wallace. We sat around the cairn, taking a moment to drink coconut water and rest our legs before trekking back to camp.

      “Maybe Tuk’Mout left for a different part of the jungle,” Victoria replied. “He had no reason to stay here.”

      “Or something stronger killed him,” said Hector.

      Victoria shook her head. “If something did kill him, it must have come from the other side of the mountain range.”

      “Unless the orcs got him,” I said.

      “That could be it,” said Wallace. “It was too difficult before, with the whole baboon troop in the territory. We made it easy for them to take over.”

      “We should head back,” said Victoria. “We stocked up on coconuts, and Tuk’Mout isn’t here. There’s still time for us to prepare the camp.”

      “We’re close to the mountains,” said Wallace. “Why don’t we search for the pass? There must be a way out of this godsforsaken place.”

      The mountain range rose almost right next to us, dominating the sky even through the canopy of leaves. I was tempted to do exactly as Wallace suggested, but two things held me back.

      “It’s not yet time to leave,” I said. “I have two reasons. One, we’ve figured out the jungle zone to a large degree and secured a stable water supply. The strongest enemy that we know of is dead. We are the strongest force in the jungle, as far as I’m concerned, and I want to use that position to wipe out the orcs. That way, I can level up as much as possible against relatively low-threat enemies. That is the best way to prepare for whatever lies beyond the mountain range. Second, we need to rescue the captain and his crew. We should have set out to do that at dawn. With any luck, some of them will still be alive. We can arm them, feed them, and have them fight with us. That’s the plan. We’re going to follow the mountain range to the west until we find the dungeon that Gordy told us about.”

      “What if they have another D-rank beast?” Wallace asked.

      “We’ll kill it or avoid it. This isn’t going to be a death march. We’ll scout the dungeon from a distance and move in when their raiding party leaves to attack our camp.”
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      It took two hours of walking and hacking our way through the jungle to find the entrance to the dungeon. The outside was just as Gordy had described: a small clearing below the mountains with bones scattered by a firepit. Two orcs slouched on rocks by the entrance of a massive cave that was at least twice as tall as Hector and many times wider. A blue mist hung like a curtain over the entrance, obscuring anything we might have seen inside.

      “How large is an E-rank dungeon?” I asked the party.

      Victoria and Wallace shrugged.

      “I haven’t been in a dungeon before,” Hector explained. “I doubt any of us have. The only place you find them is in the unexplored parts of the world, or in places so dangerous that only S-ranks go there.”

      “So, we have no way of knowing,” I mused. I wasn’t about to undermine my leadership at a critical moment by asking more dumb questions. That would be a certain way to have none of them follow me inside.

      “We can’t know,” Victoria confirmed. “Dungeons come in all shapes and sizes. I’ve heard that entire worlds exist in the S-rank dungeons.”

      “That’s just a rumor,” Wallace interjected.

      “In any case,” Victoria continued, “all we have to go on is that it’s an E-rank zone, so the dungeon must be E-rank too.”

      “That’s not exactly true,” Hector said. “What about Vasmir?”

      Victoria rolled her eyes. “OK, fine. Sometimes the dungeon rank doesn’t correspond to the rank of the zone it’s in.”

      “Especially if it’s on a zone border, like this one,” Wallace added. “If the cave extends into the mountains, we could be facing entirely different enemies. It might not be jungle-based at all.”

      I came up with a sneaky, slightly manipulative question that I hoped would glean insight from my party members without giving away my vast, shipwreck-induced ignorance. “Could dungeons in the Wild work differently than ones in established territories?”

      “Not that I’ve heard of,” Hector slowly replied.

      “It’s the same everywhere, right?” Victoria jumped in. “Enter the dungeon; kill the boss; the dungeon closes.”

      “We still have a few hours until the raiding party leaves,” I said.

      “At least,” said Wallace. “They attacked well past midnight last time.”

      I nodded. “We have provisions. All we have to do is wait and make sure they don’t find us. We’d better backtrack a bit.”

      We headed back into the depths of the jungle, keeping a clear path so that we could easily find our way back. We didn’t have to bother with marking the trees, because the amount of brush we chopped through—damaging branches and tree trunks along the way—left enough of a guide for us to return by.

      “We could climb,” Wallace suggested, eyeing a massive, mossy tree. “How’s your knee, Hector?”

      “Good enough.”

      To Wallace’s credit, the tree had a tough, chunky brown bark that stuck out in big pieces. But the idea still wasn’t sound. “That would be the best way to stay undetected,” I acknowledged, “but I want eyes on the cave entrance. I don’t want to guess when they’re gone.”

      “Agreed,” said Victoria. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “From here we cut north through the jungle for the mountains,” I said confidently. “We’ll climb and move our way closer to the cave.”

      “We’ll stick out like sore thumbs on the horizon,” Victoria pointed out.

      Hector nodded. “One look back at the mountains and they’d spot us. And I don’t fancy trying to outrun orcs in that terrain. They’ll know it better than we do and surround us. We need a different plan.”

      “You’re all forgetting something.” I smiled and held up my spyglass. “We don’t need to get close. All we need is a vantage point. We’ll take turns watching with the spyglass. They won’t know we’re there.”

      “In the middle of the night? How will we see?” Wallace asked.

      Victoria had it figured out already. “The firepit. It’s right in front of the dungeon, and I bet they light it every night. There’s no way a raiding party could walk past it without us noticing.”

      “Any more questions?” I asked.

      Wallace thought for a moment and then nodded. “Lead the way.”

      It was easy to know which direction to turn, because all we had to do was look at the mountains through the jungle canopy and trek in that direction. The jungle thinned as we exited the dense interior, and my arm was tired from whacking at the foliage by the time we reached the mountain’s skirt. We took ten minutes to crack open coconuts and have a drink. Replenished, we started the uphill climb.

      We were under the direct light of the sun, but it was still cooler than being in the jungle, trapped in the muggy heat held in by the tree canopy. But the trek through the jungle had undone the swim and clothes bleaching. We were right back to the stinking, dirty messes we had been in camp. I pulled low the brim of my hat to shield my face and eyes from the harsh sun and trudged on.

      After an all-fours scramble to reach a small plateau, we found what looked to be a twisting path along the side of the mountain. Whether natural or man-made from long ago, we decided to follow it, since we had climbed high enough and the path led in the direction of the dungeon.

      As usual, Victoria voiced her concerns. “The orcs must use this as a route to get around the jungle. We should go higher.”

      “The terrain is too rough,” I said. “Maybe you could, but not me, and certainly not Hector. Besides, I’m not so sure. We’re still climbing over boulders. It’s a twisty path. If the orcs have been here for as long as I think they have, and they use it as you say, well, they’d have done a better job of maintaining it.”

      Wallace shook his head, siding with Victoria. “You give them too much credit. These aren’t some shipwrecked fools. This orc tribe we’ve been fighting has been here for generations.” He gulped down a nervous lump in his throat. “In fact, the dungeon, the orcs attacking us—all of it might be their outpost.”

      “I’ve thought of that,” Hector said. “Tribes in all parts of the Wild have been known to form kingdoms. There are still many unknown parts of the world. Ashes, the jungle on the other side could be full of orcs.”

      It was not the time to entertain such thoughts. “We have a task,” I said calmly but sternly. I didn’t like dallying on the slope of the mountain. We had no idea what lived up here, but if it was stalking us, it would have been a sure-as-hell good time to ambush. “We’re entering a dungeon tonight and rescuing who can be rescued. That’s our best bet across all possible scenarios going forward. Now, we can stand here and think about what might be and how hopeless we are. Yeah, well, if we’d done that back on the beach, we’d all be dead by now. But here we are. We have weapons. We have talents. We’ll kill who must be killed and keep going. I didn’t spend my talent points on whining, did I? Let’s get to the dungeon and set up a watch.”

      A couple of rocks skittered down the rocky slope rising up to our side. I glanced up the mountain and had half a second to register the mass of fur and legs flying through the air before it landed on top of me.
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      The half-second warning gave me time to shield my face with my arms. That was all, but it saved my life. The E-class spider bit its mandibles into my arm, pierced into the muscle and pulled, as if to rip out my throat. Instead of instantly killing me, it sliced my forearm and wrapped its eight hairy legs around my body, pulling me into a death embrace. With the legs and mandibles all pulling me toward it, I couldn’t get away.

      The spider was the size of a pony, and the force of its pounce knocked me completely off my feet. The only good thing about being wrapped in its legs was that they took all the damage from impacting with the rock around us, saving me from breaking something or being knocked unconscious from the fall. The spider itself, however, didn’t take damage either, due to its chitinous plating and adaptation to the mountain environment.

      The spider pulled my face closer to its mouth one inch at a time. I tried to twist my body so that I was on top and the spider underneath, but it weighed more than me and easily kept its position. Had I been alone, there would have been no way for me to recover from the ambush.

      What felt like minutes of a life or death battle actually took place over less than ten seconds. My party members had to wait for the rolling and thrashing to end so they could get a clear strike on the spider without also, accidentally, loping off a piece of me at the same time.

      The spider’s chitin was a different kind of armor from the scales on the jungle lizard, and their body type was different, too. The spikes on Wallace’s club didn’t dig in, but he whacked the beast hard enough that it loosened its death grip. I pushed against the spider’s face with the blade of my bleeding forearm and made enough space to bring up my knee and wedge it between my stomach and the spider’s bristly abdomen. My plan was to use my other arm to create more space, and then get a full foot between me and the beast that I could then use to shove it off.

      The fight didn’t last that long. Victoria struck the spider with her hatchet, and Wallace, having replaced his club with a hatchet, did the same. Together they carved into the spider’s back. It died with its legs wrapped around me, never even turning to face its attackers.
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        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 5

      

        

      
        0/6 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      Hector looted the spider and kept watch while Wallace and Victoria examined my arm.

      “It’s bad,” said Wallace after a minute.

      “Bloody hell, I know it’s bad,” I grumbled, and immediately regretted the outburst. Stoicism while wounded was one of the cardinal traits of a successful leader.

      “Can you close your fist?” Wallace asked.

      I was able to do it painfully.

      “You can’t cast Minor Heal on yourself, can you?”

      “No, I have to cast it directly on a party member. It’s not like Mist, where you decide how to place it.”

      “Do you have any cloth in your inventory?” Victoria asked.

      “No.” I lay back on a rock. Wallace kept pressure on my wound with his hand, but after a few seconds it became slippery with blood.

      “Vash,” Victoria swore. “He might get an infection if I wrap it with my shirt.”

      “Better than if he bleeds out,” said Wallace. Then an idea came to him. “Cast Icy Breath.”

      His tone was such that I immediately did it, and he used the talent on me. Ice formed on my legs from the feet up, and then I realized why he did it. I pressed the wound against the ice, numbing the pain and slowing the blood so much that it was, for the moment, not a grave concern.

      “Hold it there,” Wallace said. “It will only last five seconds.”

      By the time the ice melted I could no longer feel the lower half of my arm, but my mind was the clearest it had been all day. “Use the metal bands,” I said. “We don’t have much time until it starts bleeding again.” I must have spoken softly, because Wallace asked me to repeat what I’d said. I did and he took the item from his inventory. Then he stared at it, as it was obviously too large for my arm.

      “Give it to me,” said Hector.

      Wallace passed it off; Hector threw it onto a rock and smashed it with an overhead two-handed swing of his club. The metal bent but didn’t break, so he moved it onto an uneven surface and hit it once more. The metal broke into two, and Wallace quickly placed the metal piece on my arm with the concave side facing inward, so that the metal hugged the wound. Victoria took the thinnest rope we had and wrapped it three times around my arm, at first so tight that I had to tell her to loosen it a bit. Only when the metal was in the correct position and pressing firmly against my flesh did the blood loss truly subside.

      Hector held out his hand to help me up. “I’m OK,” I said, and I got up off the ground on my own, to show I wasn’t going to lean on anyone unnecessarily. I was embarrassed about being caught off-guard by the spider and helplessly trapped by its legs, and then losing composure. “Wallace, take my spyglass and lead from the front. Hector, take up the rear. We’re all going to have to watch the mountain from now on. There are too many ambush points. Did anyone see how far it was when it jumped?”

      “I’d guess at least twenty feet. Otherwise we would’ve seen it,” said Hector.

      “I was watching the nearby rocks,” Victoria said. “It had to have been up a good distance. It probably meant to break your neck instantly.”

      “So, the mountain zone has giant rock spiders that can instantly kill,” Wallace said dryly. “Are we sticking with the plan?”

      “Spiders hunt at night,” Hector added.

      “It looks like we don’t have a choice,” I conceded. “I also don’t like the idea of coming down into the jungle and bumping into an orc patrol. We still have time before the sun sets, so we can take it slow. We’ll find a tree like Wallace said, on the edge of the clearing, and keep watch on the dungeon entrance from there. I’ll figure out how to spend the next talent point on the way.”
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      Once again, I was tasked with spending my talent point optimally; but the decision was easier, as I had already made the hard decision of how to specialize Wallace and Victoria. Hector was still a bit of a wildcard. I had spent one talent point on him days ago, to upgrade War Cry, but that was it. There were still possibilities for his specialization. But I still wasn’t prepared to commit another talent point to who was clearly the strongest individual party member.

      It was a slow climb down the mountain, because we started the descent immediately rather than after waiting for a better point on the slope. The only animals we saw were a pair of vultures circling high overhead, and the climb ended without incident. We used the stone hatchets to hack a fresh path into the jungle, clearing vines and the massive ferns that made up the worst of the overgrowth, no doubt creating a tremendous amount of noise along the way.

      Once we broke through a particularly rough section of vines, I ordered the hatchets put away and we continued our approach in silence. The first sign that we had entered orc territory was a bundle of bones, rotting flesh, and orange clay hanging low from the branch of a tree. The same trident symbol we saw carved into the python had been cut into the tree and colored with blood, now dried black. I stepped closer to inspect the bundle.

      “Don’t touch it,” Victoria warned. “See the flesh?”

      “I don’t have to see. I can smell it.”

      Victoria snorted. “That’s probably bait. The whole thing is a trap.”

      “Gordy didn’t say anything about traps,” I said.

      “Gordy wasn’t very sharp,” Victoria quickly retorted. “Besides, just because he didn’t get caught in one doesn’t mean there aren’t any.”

      I shrugged and stepped back. “True enough. I want as much information about the orcs as we can get before going in.”

      Wallace picked up a heavy stick from the mossy jungle floor and tossed it at the hanging bundle. The bundle swung back from the impact and a rope, hidden at the base of the tree, shot up into the air.

      “Ashes,” I muttered.

      “Like I told you,” Victoria said. “Whatever touches that thing ends up swinging by their ankle twelve feet in the air. There could be more of them. And you can be sure they send out patrols to check the traps.”

      “How do you know about jungle traps?” Wallace asked. We all gave the trap a wide berth and continued cautiously toward the cave.

      Victoria glanced at Wallace and made the ‘shush’ sign with a finger over her mouth.

      After ten minutes we came to a tree with gnarly roots that rose high out of the earth at its base. The first bough drooped low enough that, standing on the roots, one might be able to climb up to it, and then use vines twisting down the side of the tree to climb higher.

      Of course, it wasn’t that easy. No one was able to get to the bough, so Wallace tied a series of knots in a long rope, then attached a heavy piece of driftwood from his inventory to one end of it. He tossed the wood over the bough and the rope flew through the air with it. When it came down on the other side, he untied the wood and made a slipknot, so that the rope was now tied around the entire bough. From there, we used the knotted rope one at a time to climb up. Wallace and Victoria had to pull Hector up and over the wide bough, but it was all done in a matter of minutes

      I was left alone on the jungle floor. I wrapped the rope around my good arm a couple of times and signaled to the others. The three of them pulled me up fast, and then the rest of the rope. It was still tied around the tree, because we would need to use it again to get down. But, with any luck, a passing orc patrol wouldn’t take notice of it.

      A dozen or so dense vines had grown along the tree trunk, from the bough we stood on to higher than we could see, past branches with moss and thick leaves on them. One vine held Hector’s weight well enough. After he tested it, Wallace and Victoria scrambled up to the next branch and helped Hector up. Then they all pulled me up. And so it went, up six branches, until I felt like my good arm would rip out of its socket if I was hauled up one more time.

      The sixth branch was wide enough to sit on without fear of falling off, but it bent not far out from the trunk, forcing the four of us to sit shoulder to shoulder.

      Hector took out a coconut, stared at it for a minute, and then pinned it between his thighs. One whack of his hatchet broke the shell. He gave me one half and started eating the other. Wallace and Victoria followed Hector’s technique. The blade of Wallace’s hatchet had blunted from hacking through the jungle, and his first swing bounced off the coconut shell and scraped the skin from the top of his left thigh.

      “Ashes,” he swore.

      Something about it struck Victoria as funny. She laughed so hard that tears formed at the edges of her eyes, and she held a fist to her mouth to hold back from making too much noise. She was shaking so much that Hector put a hand on her shoulder to keep her from falling out of the tree.

      “Yes, very funny,” Wallace said, glaring at her. The patch of skin on his thigh was red, nearly all scraped away. He swung again, with more determination, and cracked the shell.

      “How did you spend the talent point?” Hector asked.

      “I haven’t. I have two ideas, but I wanted to run them by you all first.”

      Victoria finally regained control of herself. She wiped the last tears from her eyes and turned to regard me along with the others.

      “I think a conservative strategy will work best in the dungeon,” I continued. “Frost Burn could be a good talent, because it will basically disarm any enemy, and we know the orcs use melee weapons. I’m also considering Quick Feet for Victoria, to counter the orcs’ debuff.”

      “Quick Feet sounds like it will only work against physical effects,” said Wallace.

      “I agree,” said Victoria. “Frost Burn is the best talent we could use.”

      “Are you OK with that, Wallace?” I asked. “I’ll slot in Frost Burn, Icy Breath, Stamina Boost, and Minor Heal.”

      “Yeah, that works,” he replied.

      I turned to Hector. “What do you think?”

      He shrugged his massive shoulders. “I’m not worried about the orcs. It’s the beasts that have given us the most trouble. I bet they have more of them in there. Lizards and gods know what else.”

      “That’s a good point,” I said, “but I’m not sure we have a good option for dealing with beasts specifically. Frost Burn will let us finish off an orc much faster than we otherwise would, turn our attention to the next threat, and set the pace of the battle.”

      “What’s the cooldown?” Wallace asked.

      “Twenty minutes.”

      He let out a soft whistle. “Not bad. I won’t have Frenzy, but that will do. I’ll use it once per battle.”

      I nodded. “That’s the idea.”

      No one raised an objection, so I unlocked Frost Burn and slotted it into Wallace’s active talent pool.

      “Victoria, I’m giving you Garrote, Soft Touch, Evasion, and Mist. We don’t know what we’ll be facing in there, and I want maximum crowd control.” I had given up on my previous idea of making her an ambush assassin.

      “Roger,” she said.

      “Hector, you have Minor Heal, Stamina Boost, Charge, War Cry. Does that work for you?”

      The half-ogre nodded.

      “Good. Now that that’s settled, Wallace, can you crawl out on the branch and get eyes on the dungeon? I don’t know if we’re close enough, but that’s our only shot.”

      “I’ll try,” he said.

      Wallace stayed low to the branch and shuffled himself away from the tree trunk. He got a good distance out, looked through the spyglass, and then came back.

      “The dungeon is there all right, but I can only see the top of it. I need to go higher.”

      “Go carefully,” I replied. “If something happens to you, the plan is done.”

      Wallace nodded. He took a deep breath and grabbed one of the thick brown vines with both hands. He had lost a lot of his muscle mass and was now lean and wiry. A better physique for hiking and climbing, at the very least.

      The rest of us watched his ascent until he reached the next branch and began shuffling across it. Victoria turned to me. “So, how is this going to play out with your injury?” she asked. “Can you fight?”

      “Somewhat, but I won’t lie to you. I’m counting on you three to do the brunt of it.”

      Hector grunted in annoyance at Victoria. “That’s how it’s always been,” he said. “He’s a battle master. Why do you have a problem with it now?”

      “We all have a problem with it,” Victoria calmly replied. “I’ve seen a party enter a dungeon. You know how they go in? Armed and armored, fully supplied, with mages and shield knights. We are four-strong, very poorly equipped, and one of us is crippled.”

      I chose not to interject and let the two of them resolve the issue on their own.

      “It’s an E-rank dungeon,” Hector said.

      “Probably an E-rank dungeon,” Victoria corrected him.

      Hector sighed. “Look, we know for sure that the attacks on our camp came from here, right? Why wouldn’t they send stronger warriors, if they had them? Besides, they have the captain and crew.”

      “My point still stands,” said Victoria, but her voice had softened. “It will be a different battle from all the others. We’re going into unknown enemy territory. We’ll be quickly moving through a cave network, without static defense, and an attempted retreat could be cut off.”

      “That’s why you’re our best chance shot at this,” I said.

      Victoria sighed. “I know. I’ve been thinking about it. I’ll be able to do far more than the rest of you.”

      I nodded. “Hector killed the python. He was our crux up until now. Without him, we wouldn’t have been able to defend the camp night after night. Wallace is strong all around and has the best CC. I cast talents and set the pace of the battle. Now we need you. Not as a warrior, but as a scout.”

      “I’ll do my best,” she replied. “But we’ll have to see how it goes. My point is that we have very little idea of the dungeon layout and environment. All of us should be ready to switch tactics.”

      “You’re right,” I admitted. “This is only a preliminary plan.”

      “What are we going to do for light?” Hector asked. “We’ll need to see in the cave.”

      “Nothing,” I replied. “Whatever the orcs have set up will be good for us. We can’t risk drawing unnecessary attention.”

      “The problem is that you’re all clumsy as hell,” said Victoria. “It’s the truth. You’re not the sneaking sorts. It will be best to take fights instead of avoiding them. Even if you all did manage to sneak past a set of guards, you would still trigger the next. Then they would come at us from both sides.”

      “So, what do we do?” Hector asked.

      “Victoria scouts ahead, maps the area, and reports back to us,” I said. “We’ll kill every orc we come across and try to stop them from raising an alarm.”

      “And if they raise an alarm?”

      “We do what we do best: find a chokepoint, hold it, and kill them.”

      Wallace whistled down to us, pausing the conversation.

      “He has eyes on the dungeon,” I said. “Now we wait.”
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      Wallace stayed on his branch alone all night and kept watch with the spyglass. Victoria, Hector, and I stayed alert for any jungle predators and made as little noise as possible. Time passed slowly, and the moon and stars were mostly hidden by moving cloud cover.

      Victoria moved down the branch so we could stretch our legs out on the mossy bark instead of having them dangle over the edge of the bough all night.

      Two whistles came from above. Wallace shuffled from his perch and back to the trunk, where he grabbed the vines and carefully lowered himself down. “Five orcs left with a pack of lizards,” he reported.

      I stood and stretched my back, getting myself out of the soft meditation I had fallen into. “Guards at the entrance?” I asked.

      “Three.”

      I grinned. “OK. Let’s assess the situation on the ground.”

      “About time,” said Victoria, letting out a long yawn.

      We quickly made our way to the clearing outside the dungeon. Victoria spotted the guards first and pointed them out for the rest of us.

      “I’ll take the one on the left,” she said. “Signal when you want me to attack.”

      “What kind of…” I started to ask, but she was already gone, slipping through the shadows to find an ambush position.

      “I don’t see any kind of alarm,” said Hector.

      “Me neither,” said Wallace.

      “We’ll lose them if they run inside. They absolutely cannot escape,” I explained.

      “Icy Breath?” Wallace asked.

      “No, I want to save it. We’re going to do this the old-fashioned way.”
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      “Help!” I cried, stumbling forward on one good leg. I fell to the ground just inside the light of the orcs’ bonfire, dragged myself forward an inch, and fell silent.

      Every nerve in my body wanted me to raise my head and watch the orcs approach, but I stayed down. For the first time, I heard the orcs speak.

      “What’s this?” one asked.

      “Could be another ship,” another orc replied.

      “Or he’s from the fort,” said the third.

      One of them nudged me with his foot.

      “Injured. We should eat him.”

      “No, no, no. I don’t want to lose my feet. Vasla needs more blood for the ritual.”

      “What about us? The magic—”

      “Shut up. There’s something in the jungle.”

      “Oh, for Rathun’s sake. It’s just a liz—”

      Hector cut him off with a ferocious roar. I heard the thunk sound of weapons connecting with flesh and bodies hitting dirt. I stayed exactly where I was and let the fight finish around me, knowing that suddenly rising to my feet could get me killed by either ally or orc.

      “Well, that was easy,” said Wallace.

      I rose and surveyed the area. The three orcs lay dead, bashed and cut by a multitude of weapons.
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      “Perfectly done,” I said. “Let’s keep that coordination when we’re inside.”

      “You did well as a dead person,” Hector joked.

      “If it works, it works,” I said with a grin.

      “We shouldn’t try that inside,” said Victoria. “They’ll be suspicious of anything unknown that enters the dungeon. They’ll poke you with a spear instead of their foot next time.”

      “Any good loot?” I asked.

      “Two stone cudgels and a stone hatchet.”

      “I think Hector should take the cudgels,” I said.

      Hector grimaced. “I don’t need them.”

      “You will if it’s close quarters fighting. If not, you can always use them as throwing weapons.”

      Hector grudgingly agreed and the weapons were transferred into his inventory.

      “They were talking about blood magic before you attacked,” I told the party. “They mentioned Vasla and Rathun. I haven’t heard of either.”

      “Rathun could be a spirit they worship,” Hector offered. “Ancient spirits live in the Wild. Maybe it inhabits a relic in their possession.”

      “And Vasla is their boss,” said Victoria.

      “Probably,” I said. “I don’t like the sound of this blood magic, though. Do you think Vasla could be a demonologist?”

      “In the Wild?” She tapped a finger against her chin and considered. “Not likely. That’s a rare class to come by.”

      “If the orcs’ magic is real,” Hector quickly interjected. “It could be part of a superstitious ritual they have.”

      “Ah, a tool for political control,” I said, following his line of reasoning.

      Hector nodded. “Exactly.”

      “We should act like it’s real magic,” said Wallace. “That would be how they branded the amu and Rasklis.”

      “Yes, good point. We’ll play it safe. Let’s dump the bodies in the jungle and put on armor.”

      Hector and Wallace dragged the orcs a few feet into the jungle, where they were hidden by a cluster of ferns.

      “It won’t take much to find them. Are you sure you don’t want us to bury them?” Wallace asked.

      I shook my head. “It’s fine. They simply need to be out of sight, so the raiding party doesn’t raise an alarm as soon as they get back. The first thing they’ll do is go inside the dungeon and...”

      “And flank us from behind,” Victoria said, finishing my sentence.

      “It depends on how long they’re gone for.” I went silent as I ran through the different scenarios.

      “We could ambush them here, like we did with the guards,” said Hector.

      “Whatever we do, we need armor,” I said. “Dump out all the lizard bones and rope that you have. We need to do a count.”

      We had three ropes, one lizard spine, two ribs and five leg bones.

      “The battle master doesn’t need any, and I don’t want them slowing me down,” said Victoria. “I think they should all go on our warriors.”

      “Definitely,” I agreed. “Victoria, Wallace, help get Hector outfitted. Start with his legs. The lizards like to go for those.”

      “It’s all they can reach, puny things,” said Hector. “But gods, they’re fast.”

      “How do you want the bones split up?” Victoria asked.

      “Hector, take a fighting stance,” I ordered.

      He turned his hips and shifted his weight to his back foot.

      “Put all of them on his leading leg,” I said. “That’s the easiest target. There’s the scar to prove it.” I pointed at the puncture scars above his knee, from the baboon that had leapt past his defenses at the dolmen.

      Victoria held lizard leg bones in position against Hector’s calf long enough for Wallace to wrap one of the ropes around them in a spiral. There was so much rope that it covered all of the bone except the knobby part that would have fit into the lizard’s hip sockets. Victoria had positioned the bones so that the knobby parts pointed up, forming a slight lip and keeping the rope from slipping off. Wallace finished securing the bones with a tight knot and then chopped off the excess rope. All we had left was the spine and ribs.

      “I say we chop the spine into pieces and tie them to my forearms,” said Wallace.

      The plan made as much sense as anything we could do with the long, curved piece of bone. Hector placed his driftwood club on the ground, the spine against it, and chopped the spine with his hatchet. They were tied to Wallace’s forearms, and he was able to move well enough with them that he decided to keep them on.

      The two ribs were too small and curved to be of use, so we threw them into the bonfire.

      It was time for me to make a decision about the raiding party. I sat on a rock by the bonfire and stared into the flames.

      “Mind if I cook some meat while you’re thinking?” Hector asked.

      I waved a hand to let him know I didn’t care. The now-familiar smell of sizzling lizard meat wafted over me, and it wasn’t long before Hector asked for my spear. He stabbed it through a chunk of cooked meat and held it for me to take back. “For your strength,” he said.

      “Hey, why don’t we smoke them out?” Wallace asked. “We could direct the smoke from the bonfire into the dungeon.”

      “That’s not the critical question,” I said. “The raiders are either going to scour the jungle for us all night, or very soon go back into the cave network.”

      Victoria frowned. “Smoking them out would completely give away the advantage of surprise. We would have to barricade them in for it to… Wait, can we do that?”

      “You mean chop down some trees, barricade the entrance, and suffocate them to death? Yes, I believe we can do that.” I rose with a surge of energy. “We’ll turn the cave entrance itself into a choke point. We’re going to do it right now, before the raiding party returns. Hector, Wallace, start chopping down trees. Victoria, wait with me in the jungle and keep eyes on the dungeon entrance. Whistle if you see anything. We’re going to make a spiked barricade like we did back at camp.”

      Hector wasn’t convinced. “How are we going to get the smoke inside?” he asked. “The bonfire is, what, fifteen feet from the dungeon? Besides, it could easily be a whole cave network that goes into the mountains, like we talked about. There’s no way it would be habitable unless it had air vents. Ashes, it probably exits out onto the slope of the mountain at a couple of places. Who knows what kind of digging they’ve done. Are you sure about this?”

      I frowned. “I suppose we should scout it first to make sure. Victoria?

      She nodded and walked to the dungeon entrance. “Keep your lumbering selves hidden. I’ll take a peek.”
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      We waited in the jungle, not really bothering to hide ourselves because there was no good way to both hide from the raiding party, if it returned, and be near the dungeon.

      Pops and leaping flames from the bonfire kept us entertained until Victoria returned, a few minutes later, successful at least in the sense that she wasn’t racing toward us with a pack of lizards on her heels.

      Hector rose, towering over the fern we sat around, and waved her over.

      “It’s not a cave,” she said. “I mean, it is a cave, but it’s not natural. Something made it.”

      “What did you see?” I asked slowly, to calm her down.

      “I know this sounds crazy, but I think it was made by dwarves. I mean, this could be huge. If there’s treasure down there, we’ll all be rich.”

      Wallace smiled sadly and shook his head. “No, dwarves didn’t live past the Eastern Isles.”

      “Wait until you see it then!” Victoria was ecstatic. She ran both her hands through her hair and closed her eyes for a moment. When she reopened them, there was a look of intensity on her face that I had never seen before. Up until now, she had held herself with the grim determination of one set on survival, no matter the cost. This dungeon had given her hope for something more. But she had to be brought back into focus.

      “None of that matters right now,” I said harshly. “What’s the dungeon layout? Can we smoke them out?”

      Victoria furrowed her brow in thought, coming back from whatever fantasy had been playing in her imagination. “Definitely not. The tunnel is huge and goes to a hall with giant stone statues. The ceiling went higher than a ship’s mast. Orcs and lizards patrolled the area. That’s when I turned back.”

      “How many of them?”

      Victoria rubbed her brow. “Four orcs and about as many lizards. I watched them for a minute to measure their patrol route. There’s no way for me to assassinate any of them without alerting the others.”

      Wallace smacked his fist against his thigh in frustration.

      “That messes up our plan considerably,” said Hector.

      I nodded. “Yeah, we’re not going the stealth route. We’ll have to fight them head-on and go through the dungeon one section at a time.”

      “And the raiding party?”

      “We take out the enemies in the hall first, scout ahead, and plan an ambush for when they return.”

      I got up from my crouch and walked to the dungeon entrance. My party members were silent, and I sensed that Wallace and Hector were uneasy. I turned to them and held my head high despite the pain throbbing in my arm. “I know what we’re doing is dangerous. We haven’t attacked them before. It’s new territory for us, and we don’t have the camp defenses. But God damn it, it’s the best path forward. Those scum have been attacking us ever since we washed up. It’s not going to stop until we wipe them out. What’s more, they have the captain and the crew. We’re going to rescue them. We’ll give them our weapons and a bit of meat, and they’ll be fighting with us in no time. We’re going to stay calm and smart and kill anything that gets in our way.”

      “I’m ready,” said Hector gravely.

      “Ready,” said Wallace. He clenched his jaw and held his lips in a tight line.

      “Let’s go,” said Victoria impatiently.

      “Hector, Wallace, you’re the frontline,” I said. “Victoria, hang back with me and jump in when you’re needed.”

      The party got into formation, and we walked through the shimmering blue barrier.

      The dungeon air felt different right away. It was cool and damp, exactly the opposite of the jungle we had just come from. Light came from large iron braziers hanging from the top of the cave. The flames were blue and didn’t give off any smoke—a sure sign that a magic user had found a home in the dungeon.

      The tunnel had been roughly shaped, as if by miners digging for ore. It was wide and high, as Victoria had said, and we found that the tunnel grew in size the further we went. There was nowhere to hide, and we went straight forward.

      “Do you think it’s trapped?” Wallace whispered, the idea only occurring to him at that moment.

      “It’s not,” Victoria replied. “I checked. Besides, they wouldn’t know how to set traps in a cave. It’s totally different than the jungle. The orcs were never meant to be here. Now be quiet, we’ve almost reached the hall.”

      We smelled the orcs before we saw them. I signaled everyone to stop and then waved Victoria to come near. “Charge or bait?” I asked in my softest whisper. I knew how sound could travel in a cave network.

      “Charge,” she said.

      I took a deep breath and nodded. We were close enough to hear the click of lizard claws on the flagstones, and to see shadows playing off giant statues in the hall ahead. “Victoria might be able to sneak ahead,” I told Wallace and Hector, “but not the rest of us. We’re going to charge. I’ll use talents right away, so the cooldowns reset faster. We’ll be dealing with four orcs and at least four lizards. We can’t depend on a choke, like we did in camp. We need to overwhelm them, before they can rally together and sound an alarm.”

      “You want us to ambush them?” Wallace asked.

      “Correct. Are you up for that?”

      “I just want to get this over with,” he said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. It was cool in the cave, but his nerves made him sweat anyway.

      I looked to Hector. His chin was down, and he stared intently at the hall ahead of us. He shifted his weight onto his forward leg, taking up a sprint position.

      Victoria slunk forward in a half-crouch, eyes still holding the intensity I had seen outside by the bonfire.

      I screamed a battle cry as loud as I could. It was nowhere near Hector’s volume, but the sound reverberated off the stone walls. It was quickly joined by Hector and Wallace, and even Victoria. I sprinted off and led the group for about two seconds before Hector stomped past me, his long stride carrying his heavy bulk into the great hall. Wallace flashed past close behind, then Victoria. I kept up at a jog, doing my best not to jostle my injured arm.
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      The rough stone of the tunnel floor became smooth flagstones in the great hall. Instead of a rounded cave above and beside us, the walls had been cut with perfect precision—ceilings with ninety-degree angles turning down into straight walls with fluted columns, decorated in filigree and half-crumbling decals carved with skill beyond anything I had seen.

      The first two statues, standing on either side of us as we rushed into the hall, had been carved as if they were dressed in hunting leathers. Parts of them had broken off, but I could still make out the grim frowns on their faces, long braided beards, and the weapons they held: the one on the left, a crossbow; the one on the right, a mace. Both wore badges with an anvil symbol over their hearts.

      The nearest orc, alerted by our battle cry, growled and raised his stone hatchet to meet Hector’s charge. Orange clay covered his body, and each of his fingers ended in a long, jagged nail. The green-scaled lizard at his side hissed and crouched low, ready to pounce. I opened my mouth to cast a talent but held back, as I realized my party member didn’t need the help.

      Hector swung his driftwood club in a brutal swipe and connected squarely on the side of the orc, who had been standing stock-still. The force of the blow broke him and sent his body crashing to the ground, where it did not move. The lizard snarled and leapt at Hector, but Wallace had reached his side a moment earlier, and he smashed his spiked club against the back of the lizard’s head, stunning it before it could make its attack.

      Hector rushed on to the next orc, leaving Wallace to deal with the lone lizard. But Victoria reached the lizard seconds later and hacked into the back of its head with her stone hatchet. The beast was stunned once again and fell flat on its belly. “Go!” Victoria shouted at Wallace.

      I at once understood Victoria’s plan: she and I would finish off the wounded while Wallace and Hector kept the enemy on their back feet.

      I cast Charge on Hector and watched him double his pace for the final few feet, then slam his club at the next orc. The orc tried to duck, but Hector had learned how to better wield his weapon since we first met. His accuracy was dead-on, and he shattered the orc’s hip with a single blow.

      I didn’t see what happened next, as I joined Victoria and attacked the lizard with fervor. Once its scales had been ripped off, and I was striking directly at its soft white flesh, I waved Victoria onward. “Join the others,” I said. “I’ll cover the backline.”

      Victoria raced off. I whacked the lizard twice more and then scanned the hall from my rear position. There were two orcs left alive and three lizards.

      The third lizard didn’t live long. It lunged at Wallace, but the attack was far too predictable. He had faced the lizards many times and was full of adrenaline from our battle charge. He bounced back on the balls of his feet and then sprung forward, counterattacking with a devastating swing on the bridge of the lizard’s snout. The nails on his club pierced through the thin scales and got caught in the small bones in the lizard’s face. The beast jerked its head back in a wild motion, pulling its thick serpentine neck away from Wallace and ripping the weapon from his grip.

      Victoria scrambled to attack it before it could get away. She got in two strikes with her hatchet on the base of its tail—another weak point that made the lizard snarl and turn to face her. Wallace used the opportunity to take a cudgel from his inventory and crack the lizard while it was distracted.

      The lizard crumpled to the flagstones. I rushed over and hit it again before it could get up. Wallace and Victoria ran on. I quickly checked on Hector and then walloped the lizard three more times.

      Hector swiped wildly at the last orcs and lizards to keep them at bay, but the battle charge and continuous swinging of his weapon had tired him. There was no doubt he could fight for a while yet, but I decided to cast Stamina Boost to bring him back to normal fighting capacity, and to synchronize the cooldown with Charge.

      Hector breathed deeply as he felt the effects of the talent. His next attack clipped a lizard on the shoulder and sent it flying through the air until it crashed against the shins of a giant dwarven statue.

      Our blitz attack had worked better than I could have imagined. Now that the enemy force had been halved, and we had them penned at the back of the hall, it was more than an even fight for us. All we had to do was finish them off while minimizing damage taken.

      Both orcs bared their teeth and growled. I could tell at once that my party members experienced the same debuff that had affected me in camp the night before. I made a mental note of the fact that I had been out of range.

      Hector, reinvigorated by Stamina Boost, kept the enemies at bay with huge swings of his club. Wallace and Victoria dropped to a defense crouch, but it wasn’t necessary. The enemies focused on Hector. A lizard bit into the bone armor around one of his giant calves and latched on, wrenching its head from side to side. At the same time, an orc leapt forward and slashed high on Hector’s leg.

      I took a running start and hurled my spiked club as hard as I could. It spun end over end through the air and knocked into the side of the second orc, who had circled around to Hector’s flank. It stunned him for a second or two, long enough for Hector to turn and crush him with a downward swing of his club. In the next breath I cast Frost Burn on Wallace, and he directed the talent to the last orc.

      Ice formed around the head of the target’s stone hatchet, and then down the haft until the entire weapon was encased in ice. The ice was so cold that the orc growled in pain. He tried to maintain his grip, but it was a losing battle. He dropped the weapon with a snarl and turned tail, running toward a tunnel at the back of the hall.

      “Stop him!” I shouted.

      The debuff wore off and Victoria took chase. She threw her hatchet at the orc and missed. She was fast, but not faster than the orc, and the gap between them remained the same. Then she equipped and threw her spiked club. It got caught in the orc’s ankles, tripping him to a hard fall on the flagstones. Victoria leapt and raised her arms. Her sharpened wooden spear appeared in her hands, and she drove it through the orc’s back, finishing off the last real enemy.

      Two lizards remained. One back-pedaled from Hector and Wallace, who carefully stalked after it. The other let out a wretched cry and tried to crawl away from where it had landed by a stone statue, but its broken body would not let it.

      A few steps took me to the downed lizard. I equipped a stone hatchet from my inventory and finished it off with a few swings to its neck, a moment later hearing the thump of Hector’s club ending the life of the remaining beast.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        3/6 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      “That didn’t exactly go smoothly, did it?” Wallace asked.

      “It was never meant to go smoothly,” said Victoria, sauntering back from where she had chased the orc. “We were supposed to ambush them, remember?” She smiled, happy with the result of the battle.

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector, and the bleeding on his thigh slowed right away.

      “It worked well enough,” said Hector agreeably.

      “How’s your calf?” I asked. The bone armor was scratched but unbroken

      He tested it with his weight. “Fine. No damage at all.”

      “Good job, everyone,” I told the party. “We took out four orcs and lizards. Hopefully we can take a stealthier approach from here on, but we fought well. We could do it again, if we needed to.”

      “Aye,” Hector grumbled. “It will take a lot more to put me down.”

      Victoria crossed her arms. “All the same, we can’t use that tactic against the raiding party. How many did you say, Wallace? Eight of them? Well, whatever it is, it’s too many. They would flank us for sure.”

      I nodded. “An outright charge like that—especially if they were already grouped—would be suicide. The enemy was spread out in this hall when we attacked. I’m not sure if it would have gone so well, had they been expecting us.”

      The smell of death lingered in the air, but the hall went back to the way it had been when we arrived: ancient and silent.

      Victoria was right. The hall was of dwarven make, with superb craftsmanship. We had finally gathered enough breath to take in the dungeon’s detail and figure out where we were. Only then did Wallace notice the statues. His eyes went wide. “What is this place? It looks like a Tusken Coast raiding hall.”

      “Or the entrance to a mausoleum,” Victoria mused.

      I turned to her. “Scout the tunnel the orc was running toward. Be careful and stick to the shadows, then report back.”

      Victoria nodded and moved silently over the flagstones.
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      The tunnel to the left at the end of the hall was much like the cave entrance we had come in by. It was rough stone, as if quarried by miners who had no idea the dwarven hall was in their path. The blue flame braziers went that way, but not where the hall continued, branching off to the right. That tunnel had been formed with the same right corners, and had the same fine decoration etched into the stone that was in the great hall. It was clearly a continuation of the dwarven construction project, while the tunnel branching off to the left was comparatively recent.

      “Unbelievable,” Wallace said in awe. His jaw hung open in awe as he looked up at the giant statues.

      “Could there be treasure here, like Victoria said?” I asked.

      Wallace turned his gaze from the heights of the nearest statue. “It’s possible, but whatever made the new tunnels must have explored the ruins already. I expect they ransacked it. The Dwarven Lords have never been known to occupy this part of the world, yet it does seem to be the case. Perhaps it was going to be a colony.”

      “Or a dwarven lord in exile, gone to start a new kingdom,” Hector said.

      “Yes,” Wallace agreed, “there are such tales. It wouldn’t surprise me. But the fact is that this place is very old. Truly ancient, I would say.”

      “And much time has passed for people to excavate it and find what there is to find,” I said, finishing his thought.

      “Exactly,” Wallace replied unhappily.

      “But we are in the Wild,” Hector pointed out. “Clearly, nothing has been built here. It has been uninhabited for a long time.”

      “Well, not exactly,” said Wallace.

      “Do you mean to say the orcs bore into the mountain and looted the ruins?” Hector asked.

      “It seems that way,” Wallace said with a shrug. “I don’t know. The world has changed. Perhaps this land was not always jungle.”

      “There is something else,” said Hector. “This is certainly not the orcs’ final camp. It doesn’t feel right. Maybe this hall is the only section of dwarven architecture the orcs have seen. They simply passed through and used it as part of their cave network.”

      “Wishful thinking,” Wallace muttered.

      Hector turned to me. “You don’t look pleased. Isn’t it a wonder?” He gestured at the statues. “Did you think that we would ever see something crafted by dwarven hands? That race is long gone from this world.”

      “No, I’m not,” I said tersely. “The works of the dwarf lords may have attracted more than mere orcs. Perhaps it is why the dwarves are no longer here.”

      “The orcs are making do,” Hector countered.

      “Yes, but the orc ran to the left, not to the right. Perhaps the other path is not safe, or it’s as you said, and the orcs have discovered little more than this hall.”

      “Which path?” Victoria asked. She had come back while we’d been talking.

      “He thinks we might not be safe here,” said Wallace.

      Victoria raised an eyebrow.

      “I mean, he thinks there could be more than orcs.”

      Victoria sighed. “Well, that’s obvious. But they won’t be higher than E-rank—maybe D,” she added, noticing my furrowed brow.

      “Where was the orc running to?” Hector asked.

      “The left tunnel goes up a way,” Victoria replied. “I followed until it opened up into a large cavern. There are a lot of lizards in there, but that’s all I know. I didn’t want to get close enough for them to smell me.”

      I nodded. “It’s the direction we need to go then. But first we’ll take the tunnel to the right, all of us together, and see how far the dwarven architecture goes. It will be useful for us to map out as much of the dungeon as possible.”

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector again. We double-checked to make sure everything was looted and then exited the great hall, into a narrower but still large and well-crafted tunnel. After five minutes, we reached a dead end—or, more precisely, a metal vault door twenty feet in diameter that took up the majority of the wall.

      Victoria pointed to runes etched into square stones that circled the door’s perimeter. “Can anyone read those?”

      We all looked to Hector, who seemed to be the most scholarly among us. He shook his head. “No one knows how to read dwarfish anymore. The low tongue is still practiced in some parts of the South, but high dwarfish has been extinct for a long time, at least among kith. There’s not a book in the world that could tell you what those runes mean.”

      A smooth metal rod with two rounded ends stuck out from the vault door, indicating a handle that was meant to be twisted.

      “Will you give it a try, Hector?” I asked.

      He grabbed the metal bar with his huge hands and strained his whole body into making it turn. Nothing happened.

      “It was worth a try,” said Wallace.

      Victoria spotted something. “Hector, will you help me up? I want to see something higher on the door.”

      Our half-ogre party member got down and rose with Victoria on his shoulders. At this new height, she wiped away a thick layer of dust, revealing more runes and an etching of a mountain range. The runes were large but faint, crossing the entire width of the door and bending in a small arc.

      “I don’t think there’s anything more we can do here,” I said after a moment of silent contemplation. “We need to prepare for the raiding party.”

      “Someone put a lot of time into making this door,” Victoria said. “It’s too bad we can’t get through.”

      “Maybe we’ll find another way,” said Hector hopefully. He let her down from his shoulders, and we went back to the great hall, where we entered the tunnel on the left.

      “Victoria, go ahead,” I said. “We’re right here to back you up. Tell us when to come. If we hear you running back, we’ll charge right in.”

      She nodded and went forward. All I could see from inside the tunnel was a cavern with stalagmites jutting down from the ceiling, interspersed with the magically powered blue-flame braziers. The musky smell of stagnant air and lizard dung filled the tunnel.

      “This must be where they breed the lizards,” Wallace said.

      I put a finger to my lips. He didn’t know yet how sound could travel in a cave network, but he was likely correct about the cavern. Fearing the worst, I waited for Victoria to return and stretched my arm, testing to see how the wound had healed since Hector bandaged it back on the mountain slope.

      Victoria snuck back to our party. “This is where they keep the lizards,” she confirmed. “There are a few orcs. They don’t look to be expecting an attack. Let me take one out before we move in.”

      I nodded. “What do you need?”

      “Garrote.”

      I cast the talent, and she crept off, avoiding the flickering blue light.

      The lizards hissed and scrabbled against the stone floor, but there was no sound beyond that. I breathed a sigh of relief, knowing that she had been successful.

      “One dead,” Victoria reported, slipping out of the shadows next to me. “We can move in.”

      The cavern had two levels. We had come up from the bottom tunnel. From there the stone spread to an opening the size of a coliseum. A path had been cut at the far end, curving up to a plateau: the second level of the cavern that overlooked where we stood.

      Five pens full of young lizards had been placed against the cavern wall on one side, and against the cliff attached to the plateau on the other. The only way to reach the path at the far end was to walk past them all.  I was not foolish enough to think that could be done without setting the creatures into a frenzy.

      I considered turning around and waiting for the raiding party in the great hall, when I spied a distant orc walking his patrol route. He held a long spear, and he used it to jab a lizard that had two clawed feet up on the pen wall. All the lizards in the pen hissed and snapped, even as he walked away. It was then that I realized the lizards were not branded and would not give any special warning of our approach.

      It seemed possible to open a pen and slip away, letting the lizards run free and attack whatever orcs had taken up post in the cavern. I quickly dismissed the thought, however, realizing it could bring the attention of enemies deeper in the dungeon as well, and perhaps cause the dungeon boss to station more guards.

      There was also the fact that each pen, containing what appeared to be ten to twenty lizards each, would, by all rights, count as a battle. I was only at one of the six battle points required to reach my next level. Victoria’s assassination had not counted for anything. But, altogether, the six lizard pens would carry me through to my next level. The power boost could prove critical against the dungeon boss, as well as the raiding party, which was certainly on its way back. But the cavern had to be cleared of orcs before we could safely kill the penned lizards.

      I crept forward, gradually increasing in pace as we came closer to the first orc. He had returned to poking the lizard that had attempted to climb over the pen wall. It hissed up at him from the uneven stone floor, with nowhere to go because the lizards were so tightly packed in. The orc smiled and continued to lazily stab it with its spear—a hobby that seemed suitable for such vile creatures.

      It was Hector’s shadow that alerted him to our presence. He looked at the shadow cast across the stone and followed it up to Hector’s feet, chest, and then face, where the half-ogre stood ten feet away. The orc startled and ran straight for the path that led up the plateau. He passed one of his allies on his way, the only other orc on the cavern’s lower level. That one looked over his shoulder at us and took off running as well, close to the heels of the one who had sprinted past him.

      Victoria sprung up from her crouch to give chase. I reached out, catching her arm before she could run off. “We’re better off together,” I said. “It’s too late to stop them both. We’ll take our time. The path is a chokepoint, and I expect they’ll try to hold us off at the top. We’ll see what their numbers are and decide where to go from there. If they try to attack down, we’ll have the defensive position.”

      “But if we attack up…” said Victoria, her voice trailing off.

      “We will have to attack into their defensive position.”

      “Less than ideal,” said Wallace.

      The lizards hissed and snapped as we passed by their pens. They were young, on close inspection about half the size of the lizards in the jungle. Maybe releasing the lizards from one pen might not have caused as much of an alarm as I had worried about. The orcs stationed in the cavern likely would have handled the situation, and in doing so made themselves vulnerable to an ambush.

      The tactic, no longer useful, flashed through my head, and I tried not to berate myself. It was not the time for reflection. The day was far from over. I needed to focus on analyzing the situation as it continued to develop.
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      I didn’t have to tell the party how to arrange themselves. Hector and Wallace took the front; Victoria and I the rear. We walked steadily up the curved path, checking for nooks or recesses in the shadows where an enemy might leap out at us. But our care was for nothing. It was simply roughhewn stone, uneven and bare. No adornment.

      The stink was palpable in the cold stale air, worse than the lower level that we had come from. A nauseating mix of lizard refuse and rotting meat.

      We came into sight of the top of the path and met a line of four orcs holding stone hatchets and cudgels. They covered the width of the opening leading to the plateau, and behind them was another orc. He held a rock in his fist and paced back and forth behind the front line.

      “They have projectiles,” I said. We slowed down until our party and the orcs’ frontline were a mere six strides apart.

      “Come on,” I muttered. I hoped the orcs would get nervous, use their debuff talent preemptively, and charge. In that situation, they would give up their defensive advantage. All we would have to do is defend their attack and then sweep forward, fragmenting their already compromised front line.

      The right side of the path lay open to the air of the cavern, down to the lower level. The drop had increased with our climb to a distance of two stories.

      “Don’t let them pull you over the side,” I warned the party.

      Hector would be fine, and Wallace could hold his own, but Victoria and I could easily find our death with a wounded orc clinging to us as we cracked our heads against the cavern floor, lizards finishing off those who would have preferred an instant death.

      I used the standoff as a moment to safely cast Minor Heal one more time on Hector, to buttress his health before the battle. I felt strongly that he had chance to be injured again, as he had little room to maneuver.

      My suspicion was immediately confirmed, as the orc on the backline hurled a stone at Hector’s face. The half-ogre turned aside in time for the stone to strike the base of his thick neck instead of between his eyes.

      At once I realized we were in a worse position than I had first thought. The orcs were going to keep us at bay and damage us with rocks, while sending a runner to sound the alarm. All they had to do was block us off from the plateau. We didn’t even have anything to throw back.

      Then I thought back to the previous battle, and a tactic came to mind that would allow us to blitz the frontline. But instead of a battle cry and charge, we would utilize a tactic that the ancient Romans had put to good use.

      “On three!” I shouted, cocking back my good arm.

      I was so close to my party members that they immediately glanced at me and copied the movement.

      “Three!” I yelled, and we hurled the weapons as hard as we could across the short gap between us and the orcs.

      Our weapons, including Hector’s driftwood club, completely shattered the orcs’ line of defense. Hector’s club took one out completely, either knocking him unconscious or killing him outright. The others were staggered by the barrage of stone, wood, and nail.

      I screamed and cast War Cry on Hector, mostly to lower the enemy’s morale after our shock attack, but also to prevent any of them from getting away.

      Hector bellowed and activated the talent. The four of us rushed on and crossed the distance to the orcs.

      I equipped a spear and I hurled it as hard as I could, so close to the enemy that I could see the whites of his eyes. It whizzed over Wallace’s left shoulder and buried itself in the orcs’ chest. I hadn’t been able to put in enough force for it to pierce fully and kill him, but the spear stuck fast, and Wallace opened his head with a single blow of his stone cudgel, sending him to the floor.

      Our party combat ability had grown far beyond my talent acquisitions. The orc tribe could never have expected that all of their attacks against us, ramping up in difficulty as they invested more resources to crush our fortified position, only meant we had more time to develop our overall combat aptitude and mettle.

      Hector grabbed an orc that had lost his weapon, held him by the throat, and buried his hatchet in the top of his head. He raised the body over his head and threw it at the orc in the backline, who had thrown the rock at him. The display of strength momentarily surprised everyone. We went still and watched the body fly ten feet through the air and crash into its target.

      Victoria, Wallace and I dealt the final blows, finishing the battle in a grizzly fashion.
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      “How did you come up with that plan?” Wallace asked.

      I shrugged and looted the nearest body. “Something I read in a book.”

      “I thought you couldn’t remember anything,” Victoria said with a sly glance.

      “Some things I do, some things I don’t. I don’t know how to explain it. I can speak and fight. If I have to set about the task of actively remembering, it’s probably no good.”

      “You don’t remember where you came from?”

      “No.”

      “It’s suspicious,” said Victoria bluntly.

      I shrugged again. We picked up the weapons we had thrown and made our way onto the plateau. There were three tunnels on our left. The closest was a few steps away, and I motioned for Victoria to lead us in.

      She crept forward and waved when she didn’t sense anything inside. What we found was a smaller version of the cavern below. The whole floor, except for two paths through the middle, was covered in lizard eggs. They had been arranged in perfect rows and evenly spaced apart. Each egg rested on a sigil painted in blood. It was a level of precision that none of us had expected from the orcs, and it reminded me that there was a greater power that controlled both the orcs and branded creatures.

      “We found the hatchery,” said Hector happily.

      “Exactly right,” Wallace replied. “I’m completely convinced this dungeon isn’t their real base.”

      I nodded. “There would have been far more defenses, and some kind of living area. I believe we are in an outpost. They found the dwarven ruins and explored the cave system, reaching this cavern. From there they found the lizards in the jungle and decided to make the cavern their base of operations. Most of the lizards we fought were wild, not tamed. I believe the orcs capture lizards on our side of the mountains, tame them here, and then bring them to the other side by a pass or through this cave system.”

      Hector rubbed his chin. “It fits. The lizards could be used for both warfare and manual labor.”

      “Yeah, but we should still have our guards up,” said Victoria. “Just because it’s an outpost doesn’t mean there won’t be more forces in here. They didn’t seem surprised to find us shipwrecked in the jungle. They must have encountered humans before. They might have forces in place to defend the outpost, in case the kind of attack we’re doing right now has ever happened before.”

      “I agree,” said Wallace. “Losing access to the jungle would be huge for them. Forget using the lizards for labor. For all we know the damn beasts are their primary food supply, just like it is for us.”

      “Is anyone hurt?” I asked. The battle had happened in a flash. I turned and examined my party members one at a time.

      Hector rubbed his neck. “I’m fine. It was a small rock.”

      We all laughed at that. We didn’t know how much more there was to the dungeon, but our trekking for the day had certainly not yet come to an end. We were far from closing the dungeon, and the threat of the returning raiding party loomed large in my mind.

      “Should we smash them all?” Wallace asked, and waved his hand at the eggs.

      Victoria put her hand on her hip and settled into a relaxed pose. “Obviously. The question is, when?”

      “I agree,” I said. “We’ll wait until we clear the dungeon. There’s no use spending the energy now. It will also take some time to smash them all.”

      “There must be a hundred of them,” said Hector, taking in the large room.

      I nodded. “Let’s scout the next room and plan an ambush for the raiding party. We can wait out of sight on the plateau and use the path as a bottleneck. Once they enter the dungeon and see no one in the great hall, they are sure to investigate further. This is where we’ll fight them.”

      “What if they flank us?” Wallace asked. “They could have a system for sending signals between the mountain and the jungle.”

      “It’s too unlikely for us to worry about,” I said. “The realistic scenario is that enemies further into the cave network come to investigate while we’re fighting the raiding party. The raiders themselves have no one to call for reinforcements. We have to be ready for them to return at any moment.”

      I noticed Hector’s hunched shoulders, and the dark circles under Wallace’s eyes. I took two coconuts from my inventory and tossed one at each of them. “We need rest,” I said. “We’ve been driving hard all day. Drink, eat, and prepare yourselves for the hardest battle yet.”

      A collective sigh of relief came from my three party members. They slumped down and rested against the cavern wall, cracking the coconuts open with a well-practiced strike of their stone hatchets.
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      I continued along the plateau toward the next tunnel. I wasn’t as tired as the others, because I had been able to stay in the back and avoid most of the fighting.

      I reached the entrance to the tunnel, and the musky smell that had assailed us when we first entered the cavern hit me with twice the strength. The sound of heavy breathing accompanied the stench, and I found a large wooden cage set against the wall of the shadowy room. Inside it was the most monstrous beast we had come across.

      The name Quezmeth appeared above the beast’s head next to a blue D. It softly growled as I walked deeper into the room and inspected it from a distance.

      “The lizard brood mother,” said Victoria.

      I startled and looked to where she stood at my side. She had silently followed me.

      “Yes, I think so,” I replied. “This must be where they get the eggs.”

      The flickering blue light momentarily revealed a pile of bones carpeting the inside of the cage. Thigh bones snapped under Quezmeth’s feet as she shifted her bulk to follow our movement.

      “I think she’s blind,” said Victoria. “Look at her eyes.”

      I stepped closer, and when the light shifted in the right way and flashed across the old beast’s face, I saw a number of long scars and two milky white eyes.

      “Do you think they blinded her?” Victoria asked sadly.

      “It’s possible, but I think age is most likely. We’ll leave her be.”

      “Absolutely. It’s not a fight we need right now. Look,” she added, pointing down the cave. “It continues into another room. Maybe more lizards.”

      “I’m not sure,” I said, “but we shouldn’t go alone. I doubt there are orcs in there, but we had best play it safe.”

      I turned to leave and explore the final tunnel on the plateau when a thought occurred to me. “She’s not branded,” I said, half to myself and half to Victoria. “Perhaps she was too strong for the magic.”

      Victoria shrugged. “A good sign, I’d say. At least we know an old D-rank monster like this can’t be taken over. It says something about the magic user’s power.”

      I rubbed my chin and considered the other possibilities. “I’m not so sure. There are too many unknowns. For example, the brand’s magic could interfere with fertility. Perhaps it makes its target sterile. Branding could also be a lengthy or expensive process, and only necessary for creatures used for warfare.” I gestured at Quezmeth. “She doesn’t need to leave the cage to lay eggs. Maybe branding her wasn’t worth the effort.”

      Victoria frowned. “I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted. “I suppose that’s the reason why you’re a battle master and I’m not.”

      I clapped her on the shoulder and grinned. “We all have our place. It’s what gives our party strength. I’ll be the best battle master I can be; you be the best assassin you can be.”

      “And what is Hector?” Victoria asked with a smile. The flickering blue light danced over her long scar.

      I pursed my lips and considered her question. “He’s our cannonball,” I said flatly.

      Victoria snorted. “Well, you’re not wrong about that.”

      We left the cave and moved on down the plateau, then stopped and peered over the edge at the lizard pens below. The beasts were once again silent, but they still shifted restlessly, with little room to move.

      “That’s our alarm for the raiding party,” I said, realizing it just then.

      “You’re right,” said Victoria. “As long as they’re not branded, they’ll snap at anything that walks by. I’m glad that we came as far as we did.”

      “We got lucky,” I said. “We’ll be able to set up an ambush and retreat back to the path. I only wish it was narrower. Four abreast is not much of a bottleneck.”

      “You should rest now,” said Victoria, placing her hand on my shoulder. “Come up with a good plan while I scout the next tunnel. I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”

      Victoria left, and I gazed upon the entire cavern, taking in the field of battle.

      The terrain was rugged with uneven stone footing, giving a slight defender’s advantage. There was no adornment, and the blue-flame braziers, although hanging high and flickering, did well to illuminate the whole cavern. A surprise attack from the shadows would not be possible, and a failed attempt would have massive consequences. I reaffirmed that it would be an open battle, like the ones at the camp.

      I had to answer a number of questions before the raiding party arrived. One was what to do with Victoria. She was best utilized in a flanking position, or to catch an enemy in an ambush. Neither option seemed viable in the upcoming battle. Most critically, there was no way for her to flank. Even if we lowered her down over the side of the plateau with a rope, it would all be done in plain sight. Then she would be isolated and easily picked off. It was something I had to think on.

      The next question was how to use the items at our disposal to the utmost. I liked the way we had used projectiles to win our way onto the plateau. It made sense to repeat that tactic, and perhaps in every fight. We had looted so many weapons from the orcs that there was no downside to hurling them at our enemies’ faces every chance we got.

      What I really wanted to do was position a party member so they could launch a continuous ranged assault on the raiding party as they advanced through the cavern.

      I walked to where Wallace and Hector rested against the cavern wall. Their eyes were closed, and Wallace breathed with the heaviness of a deep sleep. I left them to rest and entered alone into the room with the lizard eggs.

      The thick shells were plain white and colored with yellow and black specks. I lifted one from its place above the magic sigil and estimated its weight at forty pounds, which was too heavy for anyone to throw, except Hector.

      I added the egg to my inventory and went back to the edge of the plateau, where I placed the egg in a groove on the rock floor so that it would not roll. Then I equipped my hardwood baton and tapped it rhythmically against my leg as I considered a new tactic.

      Instead of playing a frontline role, could Hector bombard the enemy with lizard eggs while the rest of us held the top of the path? It was an unorthodox plan, to say the least. I wasn’t sure that the eggs would do sufficient damage, or that Hector would be able to aim them well enough.

      I decided to go with the assumption that Hector had a pitcher’s arm and the lizard eggs had the damage potential of rocks. The tactic could work well if those two points were true.

      I mulled it over for a few minutes and decided the risks associated with the new tactic were minimal. If we needed him, Hector could easily equip his club and join us on the frontline. I could also cast Charge on him, so that he would arrive faster and, with any luck, turn the tide of battle with his first blow.

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned to watch Victoria return from the far tunnel. She shook her head and approached.

      “I don’t know what’s up there, but I don’t like it.” She held her lips in a grim frown. “The tunnel goes up and up. A steep path. I went until it was about to exit into a room. Two banners hung from posts made from human skeletons. They have the trident symbol on them in blood.”

      Her words hung in the air, and a shiver raced up my spine. I clenched my jaw and waited for the panic to pass. “Do you think the boss is in there?”

      “I sensed a strong magical presence when I came close to the banners,” she replied. “I haven’t felt such a presence since I was in Amarul. I may have been overzealous with my plan to conquer this dungeon.”

      I smiled calmly. “We’re deep in the dungeon, and we’ve cleared it well so far. Of course the boss is going to be more difficult. That doesn’t mean we can’t beat it. We’ll clear everything else first and plan accordingly, like we always do. Let’s keep our heads on our shoulders. There’s nothing to panic about.”

      Victoria pulled in a deep sigh. “No, I suppose not. Now, what in ashes are you doing with that egg?”
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      I explained my ambush idea to Victoria, using her as a sounding board before I brought the tactic to the whole party. She listened quietly and nodded along, following my line of logic. I watched her earnest expression and wondered how she had been educated, what kind of schools there were in Amarul, and what the markers were of being educated or sophisticated or civilized in this world.

      I was lucky to have Hector, Wallace, and Victoria in my party—all reasonable, all educated to some degree. Perhaps it wasn’t coincidence. I had welcomed the other survivors, but these three and Peniwald had been the only ones to join with me instead of Richard.

      Victoria weighed the pros and cons of my tactical plan. “You’re right that he would have a full field of view from this position,” she said. “Hector could hurl the eggs on the lower level of the cavern, as well as the path.”

      “Exactly,” I said, excitement slipping into my tone. “The path curves up the side of the cavern and is fully exposed to the plateau.”

      “I don’t see any flaw in it, but you’ll have to decide when he starts throwing. That’s the point of no return.”

      “I still need to find out how far he can throw.”

      Victoria laughed. “It will be far.”

      “That’s what I suspect. I also think we should throw any spare weapons we have at the orcs, before they close the gap and we get into the thick of fighting, just like we did in the last battle.”

      “I don’t see why not. But you’re forgetting something.”

      I cocked my head. “What’s that?”

      “There’s still a room we haven’t explored.”

      I looked over my shoulder and into Quezmeth’s cave. A dark circle marked the entrance to the tunnel at the far end.

      “It’s not just me then,” said Victoria softly. “You feel it too. The foreboding.”

      “Yes, but it can’t be any real danger,” I said, using reason to overcome my emotions. “Anything in there that could attack us would have been roused by now.”

      Victoria decided not to reply, which made it easier for both of us to focus on the issue at hand. There was no point in letting our imaginations run wild with what might be.

      I woke Hector and Wallace with a soft kick to their outstretched legs. Wallace startled and jumped up. Hector rubbed the back of his head and yawned. “How long was I out for?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Fifteen minutes. We’re getting ready for the raiding party, and we need you to test something.”

      We reached the place I had deemed to be the best throwing position, where Hector could find targets on both the lower cavern and the path. The egg was where I’d left it, and I picked it up and placed it in Hector’s palm. It was about the size of a basketball, but he could easily wrap his fingers around it.

      “See how far you can throw it,” I said.

      Hector quizzically looked at the egg, and then at me.

      “I bet you can hit a pen on the far side,” said Victoria.

      “Why are we doing this?” Wallace asked, groggily making his way over to join us. “Gods, it’s been a long time since I had a proper egg.”

      Hector snorted. “Sick of lizard meat too?”

      Victoria rolled her eyes. “First you were sick of the coconuts. Now you’re sick of the lizard meat. Next you’ll be sick of eggs, I presume. I’m coming to think only an S-rank restaurant can satisfy you.”

      “You never know,” said Hector. “Maybe that’s why the orcs ended up eating humans. They got sick of everything else.”

      He cocked his arm back like an NFL quarterback about to throw a Hail Mary pass and chucked the lizard egg high into the air. It arced, passing close to one of the metal braziers, and cracked open against a post of a lizard pen on the other side of the cavern. The egg contents splashed across the rope-bound wooden sticks that made up the fence and the lizards nearby. We heard them hiss and snarl from our position on the plateau.

      Wallace pointed at the pen. “Did you see that? The post wobbled.”

      Hector paused with his arm cocked back, and we all watched the pen with wide eyes. The lizards in the pen were irritated from the surprise attack. All at once they jumped against the fence. The weakened post collapsed, and they scrambled free.

      “Ashes!” Victoria swore.

      Fifteen to twenty of the adolescent lizards rushed out of the broken pen like water from a tipped bowl. My jaw hung stupidly open for a couple of seconds as I took in the chaos. Then I clamped it shut. “Get to the path. We need to block it off. They absolutely can’t get past.”

      We equipped our main weapons: a stone hatchet for Victoria, the driftwood club for Hector, a stone cudgel for Wallace, and a spear for me. The spear was light enough to use one-handed, and it gave me the range I needed to strike from the backline between my party members—the same role that I had taken at the dolmen, which seemed a long time ago.

      Hector was as wide as two men, and the three party members blocked entrance to the plateau by standing shoulder to shoulder. We shifted from foot to foot, tensed, weapons at the ready, but our panic was short-lived. The lizards moved nowhere near the path. They instead focused on the nearest pen and leapt at it, apparently in an effort to attack the other lizards inside.

      In their frenzy, one of the freed lizards clawed another. Then the whole pack started fighting one another. It was a vicious bloodbath. Three injured lizards remained, and they limped, dragged, and squirmed away from the others, smearing blood and broken scales on the rough stone floor along the way.

      I relaxed and put my weapon back in my inventory. Victoria, Wallace and Hector did the same. “Let’s do it again,” I said. “We’ll time it for when the raiding party returns. Gather as many eggs as you can and place them along the edge of the plateau. Hector will lob eggs at the enemy as they come in. The rest of us will do our best to drop them on the posts of the pens below.”

      We set to the task and it wasn’t long before we had a huge pile of eggs positioned for Hector to take up and lob at targets on the lower level. Then we picked up the lizard meat, coconuts, and extra weapons we had left scattered on the ground and added them to our inventories again.

      “There’s one more room we need to check,” I said. “All of us together. Lead the way, Hector.”

      Our half-ogre party member went ahead, past Quezmeth, who hissed tiredly at us. We ignored her, focused on the dark tunnel ahead.

      Hector swapped his driftwood club for a stone cudgel and went first into the tunnel, ducking his head to fit. Wallace stayed close to his side, but there was not quite enough room for them to stand side by side. Victoria and I brought up the rear.

      “It’s wet in here,” Wallace remarked. “It smells like… oh, gods!”

      “Keep calm,” I said tersely.

      Hector ducked into a small room cut into the rock. In the middle was a circular stone table covered in blood. Two human heads, not yet rotted away, rested in a corner on the floor. They looked to have rolled there. A single brazier flickered above. Bits of gristle and human gore were spread around the room as if a giant cat had opened up one of the missing crew members, playing with its insides, then got bored and left.

      It was crystal clear what our fate would be, if we were captured rather than killed in battle.

      “We were too late,” said Wallace.

      “For these two,” Victoria replied.

      “The rest are in the cage!” Wallace shouted. “You’ve seen the bones. They fed them to the brood mother. Gods, why are we here? It was a mistake. We should have searched for the mountain pass. There’s no hope in this place. I’m not—”

      I slapped Wallace hard across the face to bring him to his senses. “You see that head?” I asked, pointing to it. “That’s how you’re going to end up if you don’t keep it together. If all the crew and the captain were dead, as well as the party Richard set out with, their heads would be here, yes? There are two fresh heads and a pile of old bones in that cage. There’s no reason to assume the worst. We’ll go with the evidence at hand. Yes, we were too late to save two lives, but we did our best. We’ll rescue the others, and then there’ll be hell to pay. We’ll clear the dungeon and return home.”

      My slap had stunned Wallace into silence. He stared at nothing in a daze. He nodded once, lips in a thin line, ashamed by his outburst.

      “Good,” I said. “Now we’re going to turn around and walk back out of here. There’s nothing more to see.”

      I motioned for Victoria to lead the way, and the rest of us followed. The blood pooled on the tunnel floor stuck to my sandals, leaving prints through Quezmeth’s cave.

      “If only we could let her loose,” said Hector as we walked past the cage.

      “I’ve thought about it,” I said. “I don’t see how we can do it without getting ourselves mixed in with the chaos.”

      A chorus of hisses and snarls rose from the lower level of the cavern. I shared a glance with my party members, and we rushed to the edge of the plateau where the eggs rested.

      Five orcs and six fully grown lizards entered the cavern—the raiding party that had been sent to attack our camp.
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      All four of us dropped to our stomachs and wriggled back until we could barely peer over the edge of the plateau.

      The two leading orcs pointed at the broken pen. They listened to orders from an orc at the back of their group, then rushed forward and finished off the injured lizards with a series of axe swings.

      The orcs we had seen so far wore simple loincloths and were decorated by nothing more than necklaces made of teeth and bone and the orange clay they used to coat their skin. Their hair was long and matted, hanging over the front of their faces as much as behind their heads. They moved with a hunched posture, like loping beasts.

      The orc in the back of the raiding party was different. He wore two armbands around his biceps that had long blue and white feathers hanging down to his elbows. A circlet rested around his head and held the same type of feathers, as did the leg bands around his thighs. He bore a two-handed staff.

      I extended my spyglass and trained it on him to find out more details. He was E-rank, and his staff was a single piece of wood, gnarled and twisted all the way up. It was dark brown and looked like it could have been crafted from the root of a tree. On top, a large black stone had been fitted inside the twisted wood.

      The orc’s face was clean, unlike the others, and his hair had been oiled, combed, and tied so that it trailed down behind his shoulders. He was a head taller than the warriors in front of him, and took in the cavern with a cold gaze.

      “They have a magic user,” I told the others and let them take turns with the spyglass.

      “He looks like a shaman,” said Hector. “I’d bet my house on it.”

      “Maybe he’s the boss,” Victoria said.

      Wallace shook his head. “A boss would never leave with a raiding party. Their job is to protect the dungeon at all costs. If a boss left—and it almost never happens—they would take half the dungeon with them. I suspect this is one of the boss’ lieutenants.”

      The raiding party reached the middle of the lower level. It was time to execute our plan.

      “On three,” I said. Like before, instead of doing the countdown, I shouted, “Three!” and leapt to my feet.

      Hector grabbed an egg and pitched it at the raiding party right away, before they could spot us and see the attack coming. The rest of us tossed eggs over the edge of the plateau, doing our best to aim for the posts holding together the lizard pens below.

      The orcs stood close to each other, making one giant target for Hector. His egg smashed into a lizard, spraying goop all over it and the feet of the orcs nearby. They looked up to the plateau, but the next egg was already soaring through the air. It connected squarely with an orc’s chest, who had turned to face Hector’s position. The forty-pound egg didn’t break, as it had against the lizard’s scales, and the impact rocked the orc and put him flat on his back. He didn’t get up.

      I roared in triumph and tossed another egg over the side. Victoria and Wallace kept doing the same.

      Seeing their companion fall, the raiding party spread apart, one orc dragging the fallen one with him. Their advance halted.

      Hector lobbed another egg into the air with ease, and it splattered on the stone by the foot of a fleeing orc. A cracking sound followed. One of the pens below broke open, and a wave of adolescent lizards rushed out, just as before. They focused their anger on the orcs and scrambled to attack.

      “Keep throwing,” I told Hector. “Tell me if you need Stamina Boost.”

      The next egg Hector threw cracked against an orc’s leg, breaking it. The orc collapsed with a howl, clutching the point where his bone jutted through his skin.

      I turned my attention to the shaman, who was in the middle of an incantation. Through my spyglass I watched him wave his staff through the air with both hands in a memorized pattern. A red sigil appeared large in the air in front of him. He shouted a final word and thrust his staff forward. The sigil flew through the air and passed through the members of the raiding party before dissipating. Right away, the two that Hector had injured got back to their feet and took up their weapons. The adolescent lizards smashed into their ranks a moment later.

      The shaman shouted, and the adult lizards moved to the front line, intercepting the brunt of the attack while the orcs struck overhead with their weapons, using their height and reach advantage.

      The adult lizards were twice the weight of the young ones, and they held their ground against the swarm. The battle raged on, and the raiding party was soon surrounded. But the number of young lizards had thinned, as the orcs proved capable of holding their own.

      None of the lizards’ movements surprised them. They dealt with the swarm by closing their ranks and standing shoulder to shoulder, swinging their weapons fast and easily cutting and bashing through the young lizards’ immature scales.

      One of Hector’s eggs found its mark on the back of an orc’s head. The orc pitched forward, and right away the lizards ran over to him and tore into his flesh.

      The shaman looked up at Hector and bared his teeth in rage.

      “We’ve got them on the ropes!” I shouted. “Keep going!”

      I rushed to Victoria’s position and tossed eggs over the plateau, focusing our efforts on the same lizard pen. After two failed attempts we each landed an egg on a post in quick succession, and it tilted far to the side. The young lizard next to it jumped on the post and scrambled over to the other side. Another lizard did the same, and its weight was enough to fully collapse the post and break open a small hole in the pen. The rest of the lizards spilled out one or two at a time, and we all cheered.

      This time the shaman was prepared. He had already started an incantation, and once the escaped lizards had clustered outside the pen, he made his last movement. A different red sigil appeared on the ground beneath the claws of the oncoming lizards and exploded seconds later, leaving the stone scorched and black.

      The young lizards shrieked and writhed. Most of them continued their charge, but in a wobbly gait, and the orcs used a charge of their own to intercept them, cracking lizard heads with well-timed swings.

      Five of the young lizards dropped dead before the orcs could reach them. I opened my spyglass again to figure out what kind of talent had been strong enough to kill them outright. The only thing I gleaned from the close visual inspection was blood running from the dead lizards’ eyes and mouth. I guessed the sigil’s explosion caused an internal rupture of vital organs.

      The last of the raiding party lizards died, taking two young ones with it, and the four remaining orcs finished off the last of the ones released from the pen. The shaman himself used his staff like a golf club and cracked a lizard under its jaw. Its head rocked back, and it fell to the floor. The shaman smashed it over the head twice more and it stopped moving.

      It was the most dangerous situation we had yet faced—excepting, perhaps, when Hector and I had been surrounded by the baboons in the jungle. The shaman’s abilities were still mostly unknown, in both their limits and effects. I hoped his talents worked the same as mine, and that the two he had used were on a long cooldown. All I had to work with was that he had damage and healing capacities, both AOE effects instead of single target, and that blood was the source of his power.

      The adolescent lizards were dead, and at the shaman’s orders the three surviving orcs rushed across the lower level and came to the path that curved up to the plateau.

      Hector continued to throw eggs, but they were now aware of his positions and free to dodge his attacks. One brilliant throw missed its mark, the shaman himself ducking an egg that splattered against the cavern wall.

      In the time that it took Hector to grab another egg and cock back his arm, the shaman ordered the three orc warriors to form a human shield around him. Protected, he started to cast another talent, facing the cavern floor.

      We backed away from the edge of the plateau and out of line of sight. At my gesture we circled to the top of the path, in case it had been a bluff and the remainder of the raiding party was rushing to the plateau.

      We got there in time to see the shaman’s talent complete. He extended his staff, pointing the black stone at the air above the lower level. A red mist formed over the mass of dead lizards and moved through the air like smoke pushed by a strong wind, swirling into a tight funnel that led straight into the black stone on his staff.

      I had no intention to wait and see what the shaman was going to do next. “Equip throwing weapons!” I shouted. We cocked back our arms and launched them at the enemies below.

      Four weapons flew through the air and staggered the orcs protecting the shaman. I cast War Cry on Hector, and he let out a terrible roar, slowing the enemy as they moved to make a frontline and intercept our charge.

      I cast Frost Burn while I ran, and Wallace directed the talent at the shaman as I had planned. The gnarled wooden staff froze solid from the black stone down. The shaman grimaced, held to his staff for another second, then released it with a cry. The ice-encased weapon clattered to the ground. The black stone glowed red with magical energy, trapped behind the ice. The timing was impeccable, and I silently thanked Wallace for using the talent immediately on the key target.

      “Ready secondary weapons,” I called, and we all equipped another throwing weapon from the many we had looted. This time Hector chose his driftwood club.

      I threw my weapon first, and the others threw theirs a second later, five feet from the enemy. Hector’s club smashed into all three of the orcs and bowled them over. The rest of our weapons found the enemy’s flesh. The stone cudgel I had hurled with my good arm cracked an orc on his elbow, catching him just as he was unbalanced from the impact of Hector’s club. The force of impact twisted his torso and pitched him over the edge of the path, where he disappeared down to the lower level.

      There was no need to use further talents. Wallace finished off a downed orc with a swing of his spiked club. Hector booted another over the side, and then it was the four of us facing the shaman.

      Frost Burn wore off, and the shaman dove to retrieve his staff. But Hector was right there, and he clapped his hands around the shaman’s arms and hoisted him into the air. The shaman struggled, and then realized it was futile and went limp. Golden letters flashed up in front of me.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 6

      

        

      
        0/7 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      “What should we do with him?” Hector asked.

      “Bring him to the plateau,” I said. “I want to ask him some questions.”
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      Wallace and Hector equipped spears and walked up the ramp on either side of the shaman, prodding him to keep pace. Victoria and I took up the rear.

      “What talent was that at the end?” I asked her. “It looked like the shaman was drawing power from the corpses.”

      “He was doing just that,” said Victoria. “That was blood magic. It’s outlawed in Amarul, but we hear of it happening in foreign territories. It matches everything we know about this orc tribe.”

      “They captured the crew for more than food,” I said.

      Victoria nodded. “It’s why they killed the crew members on the altar. Some kind of ritual took place there, and they needed blood to make it work. I’m sure of it. Capturing shipwrecked survivors may be the whole purpose of this outpost.”

      Victoria’s theory fit with what little we knew about the orc tribe. I thought it over until we reached Quezmeth’s cave, where Wallace and Hector forced the Shaman to sit on the floor with his back to the wall. The four of us stood around him in a semicircle.

      “What’s your name?” I asked gruffly.

      “Darduul,” the shaman replied in a rough, sandpaper voice. Each syllable sounded like it had been scraped from his throat.

      “What have you done with the captain and crew, Darduul?”

      He laughed and gestured with his head at the dark tunnel. “See for yourself.”

      “Two heads,” I sharply retorted. “There were more crew members than that. Where are the rest? I know you haven’t killed them.”

      He twisted his upper lip in disgust and spat at our feet. “Outsiders are not welcome.”

      Victoria crouched to meet Darduul eye to eye. “You know you’re going to die, but you don’t know how. We could even let you choose. All you have to do is answer a few questions.”

      “I do not fear pain,” he said, and held his chin high. “When I die my blood will go back into the land and be reclaimed by the Toxil. He will feed on your blood, too, before the day is done.”

      Victoria casually sliced open his leg with her hatchet. Darduul grimaced, but only for a moment out of shock. Then he grinned, showing off his pointed teeth.

      Victoria smiled in return. “I don’t care about your tribe’s sick religion, but I promise that you will feel pain like nothing before. You will give me answers.”

      The shaman met Victoria’s gaze with his chin held high. “Answers require time.”

      “This is a wasted effort,” said Wallace. “Let’s pitch him over the plateau and be done with it.”

      “Fine,” I agreed. “We’ve already lingered in this cavern for too long. I have one more question. What waits for us upstairs?”

      “My master,” said the shaman. “My blood was meant for him, but now the sun will take it. Your tricks will not work on him.”

      “How many are up there? What kind of magic does he wield?” I asked, but no more answers came. The shaman fell into silence, eyes glossy as he stared forward and entered a trance.

      “Do it, Hector.”

      The half-ogre threw the shaman over his shoulder and carried him to the edge of the plateau. The rest of us followed, and watched as Hector threw him over the side, into one of the three remaining lizard pens, where the lizards hissed in delight and rushed to eat the body.

      Wallace shook his head. “Ashes, I’m glad we didn’t see the talent he was going to cast.”

      “What’s the range on Frost Burn?” Hector asked.

      I shook my head. “It doesn’t say.”

      “So, if he siphoned the blood before they got on the ramp, we might not have been able to do anything to stop him.”

      “That’s right. We got lucky, but we also learned something valuable: he couldn’t cast any talents without his staff.”

      “A magical item like that is quite rare,” said Victoria. “I’m sure it’s only one of many this dungeon has to offer.”

      “Any theories on how they came by it?” I asked.

      “Salvaged from a shipwreck or lost cargo,” Hector offered.

      “Or they crafted it,” said Wallace, ever the engineer.

      “What would it take to do that?”

      Wallace considered the question. “I’m not exactly sure. An advanced magic user and an expert artificer, at least. How an orc tribe in the Wild would come by those classes and level them up is a mystery to me. But I don’t know much about the Wild or orcs to begin with.”

      “I think we’ll find the answers on the other side of the mountains,” said Victoria. “This is feeling more and more like the tip of the iceberg, when it comes to this orc tribe.”

      “Is there any danger in equipping a magical item like that?” I asked.

      “Well, yes, there could be,” said Victoria.

      “Absolutely,” said Wallace. “The item could be cursed, or enchanted to cast a talent if someone other than the owner tries to use it.”

      “I’m relying on you two for guidance,” I said seriously. “If I loot the shaman’s staff, should I try equipping it?”

      “I wouldn’t,” said Victoria. “The risk is too high. Besides, the chance that any of us can wield it is basically zero. The best we can hope for is selling it in a city.”

      Wallace nodded. “An item like that is almost always tied to the type of magic used by the owner. There’s no way we could control the magic.”

      “All right, it will stay in my inventory for now. How much will it sell for?”

      “Assuming it’s a low-grade, rather shoddy magical item, it’s going to be on the cheaper end. Two gold, I’d guess.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” I told her. “I’ve never been to Amarul.”

      “A good suit of armor—no, a very good suit of armor,” she said, correcting herself. “Rights to a small mine. A small house anywhere outside the city center.”

      My mind spun as I tried to factor in the different angles of the Amarul economy. “Very good,” I replied. “It will go toward our war chest.”

      “War chest?” Victoria asked, voice sharp with concern.

      “I’m only joking,” I lied. “The money will help us recover from this mess of a situation we’ve found ourselves in.”

      “Aye,” said Hector, “that it will. I’m expected at the Wall any day now.”

      Wallace whistled in surprise. “All the way to the edge. I’ve heard it’s not a place for settling.”

      “Aye,” Hector replied in a somber tone. “Believe me, it wasn’t a choice I made.”

      The conversation trailed off, and we turned to looting the orcs who had died on the path. I added the staff to my inventory and read the description.

      
        
        E-rank Magical Staff

        Infused with Blood Magic

      

      

      I left it untouched in one of my ten inventory slots. From the path, I looked down at the thirty-plus dead lizards on the cavern floor. We looted as much as we could, balancing our inventory space between throwing weapons, meat, coconuts, and the other odd items we had picked up in the jungle.

      “If only we had a fire,” Wallace lamented.

      “There’s not a chance without the hearthstone the artificer made,” I said. “We’ll finish off the rest of the lizards to be safe, and then judge our situation. Give me a minute to figure out how to spend my talent point. Then we can deal with the rest of the lizards.”

      I sat with my legs dangling over the edge of the plateau and opened each of my party member’s talent trees.

      The next frost talent for Wallace was called Glacial Spike, and looked to be a high damage, single target projectile. It wasn’t a bad option. Taking down an orc at the start of a battle would be a huge benefit. It would also set the momentum in our favor. But our party didn’t lack damage. With the introduction of blood shamans to the orc forces, CC talents like Frost Burn were far more valuable.

      I wanted something that would disrupt a shaman’s incantation. For that to happen, the talent would have to reach the enemy’s backline. No upgrades or new talent options provided that kind of long-range utility. But we did have Victoria. I perked up, realizing this was my opportunity to place her firmly in an assassin role.

      My decision was between Ambush 2, allowing Victoria to leap at a target from seven feet away, and Camouflage, which would help her move undetected.

      Ambush 2 would have been a better choice than Soft Touch, because it would have combined well with Camouflage. But that decision had already been made and, as it was, I had to go with Camouflage and leave Ambush 2 for another level-up. The fact was that, while Ambush 2 would allow Victoria to close the final distance and deal a lethal blow to a shaman, getting within seven feet of her target would be nearly impossible without Camouflage.

      I spent the talent point and went to replace Garrote from one of Victoria’s active talent slots.

      
        
        Access denied. Talents cannot be changed inside a dungeon.

      

      

      “Great. Thanks for the heads up,” I muttered.

      I got up and went to where my party members rested against the cavern wall.

      “I spent the point on Camouflage for Victoria,” I told them. “She’s our best chance at getting to the orcs’ backline and stopping their shaman.”

      “Do you think there are more of them?” Wallace asked.

      “I assume so. I think we haven’t seen them until now because the warriors are more common. They probably thought they didn’t need a shaman to wipe us out.”

      “The shamans are probably the ruling class of the orc tribe,” said Hector. “They wouldn’t risk their lives unnecessarily.”

      “But we killed Rasklis and a good number of their warriors,” I continued. “Now they don’t have the option of sitting back.”

      “I’ll put Camouflage to good use,” said Victoria. “Now, what’s the plan for the lizards?”

      We looked at where the lizards snapped and snarled inside their pens. They were small, but many in number and E-rank. It had been an easier decision to open the pens from the plateau.

      “Ashes,” I muttered.

      Victoria raised an eyebrow at me.

      “I don’t see a safe way to do this. Clubbing them over the side of the fence won’t count as a battle, and opening the pen entirely…” I shook my head.

      “Why not use our go-to tactic?” said Hector. “We’ll take down a small piece of the fence and hold the gap.”

      I rubbed my tired eyes. “You’re right, of course. We’ll do as you said. My mind’s wandering.”

      “You need rest,” said Wallace. “And you,” he added, looking at Victoria. “Your eyes are red and sunken.”

      “We’ll fight these battles and then take a break. We can’t risk you two doing it alone, and I don’t want to leave it. They’re small, but there are a lot of them. One stumble and any of us could be overwhelmed.”

      We went down to the lower level and positioned ourselves against the side of the cliff. The rock wall formed one side of the bottleneck, and the post to the left of us made the other. In between was another post that we planned to knock loose.

      Hector covered the entirety of the section of the fence we planned to open. Wallace, Victoria, and I stood behind him, ready to jab around his body at any lizard within range of our spears.

      “Whenever you’re ready,” I told Hector. “Keep your armored leg forward.”
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      Hector broke down the section of fence with a swipe of his driftwood club. In the same blow, he cracked a lizard on the other side of the fence, killing it instantly. Another one took its place in a flash, but Hector was ready and swung his club to the side, smashing it against the cliff.

      Two more lizards clamored forward, one jumping from atop the back of another. Wallace lunged forward in a crouch and jabbed upward, through the gap under Hector’s left arm, and pierced the lizard’s throat in midair. The beast fell to the ground, and Wallace quickly jerked back his spear, perhaps remembering the time his spiked club had lodged itself in a lizard’s snout.

      The lizards were small enough to stand three abreast in front of Hector and attack him at the same time. I had a stroke of insight and cast Icy Breath. Wallace understood the talent’s role in the overall tactic. He reached out his hand and directed the talent on a lizard about to take the position of one that Victoria had driven her spear through. The lizard was locked into place by the ice, and it gave Hector a few seconds of reprieve. The lizards stuck back in the pen rushed around the frozen one like water around a rock in a stream, jamming up even more around the temporary barrier.

      Hector swiped his club sideways and caught two of them. Another leapt for Hector’s foot, and I stabbed it in the ribs, pushing it off-target so it bit rock instead of Hector’s flesh.

      Hector raised a foot and stomped down on the lizard’s head, then settled his weight on it. The beast struggled for a couple of seconds while Hector fought on, then stopped moving, and Hector moved it away with a kick.

      Wallace laughed maniacally. “I’m glad he’s on our side!”

      I cast Stamina Boost on Hector just to be safe. We had finished off half the lizards, but that didn’t deter the ones left alive from coming at us in a starved frenzy.

      We settled into a rhythm of Hector swinging his club in low arcs, with Victoria on his right, Wallace on his left, and myself in the back, all poised to jab our spears forward and take out any lizard that slipped through the range of his club.

      The rest of the pen was cleared without incident, and golden letters appeared in front of me.

      
        
        Small Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        1/7 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      I whooped and punched the air. “It counted as a small battle,” I said. “Six more until I unlock another talent.”

      Hector grinned. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and take out more guards before the boss room.”

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” said Victoria. “I sensed a strong magical aura coming from the tunnel at the end of the plateau. I think the boss will know we’re here as soon as we pass between the banners.”

      “We have another option,” I said.

      Wallace frowned. “You mean Quezmeth. I don’t fancy taking her on.”

      “Oh, come on,” said Victoria. “She’s old and blind. We either do it now or after the boss fight. I know which one I’d prefer.”

      “Before is better,” said Hector matter-of-factly.

      I considered what they said and sided with Wallace. “It’s an unnecessary risk,” I said. “Quezmeth is D-rank. We beat Rasklis, but that was in camp with the spiked barricade. If one of us gets hurt, that’s it. This dungeon run is over.”

      Wallace crossed his arms. “If Quezmeth is too much for us, what about the person who captured her?”

      “We don’t know when she was captured or how it was done,” I replied. “Maybe she was old when they found her, and they had twenty warriors. I don’t think we should let our fears get the best of us.”

      “But it’s a good point,” said Hector.

      I shook my head. “We’ll focus on rescuing the crew and taking down the boss. After that we’ll see about Quezmeth. It’s a tough call, but I don’t think earning a bit of experience at risk of having one of us injured is a good tradeoff. If that happened, we would have to leave the dungeon, go all the way back to camp, and wait for a full recovery.”

      “Then why clear the pens now?” Wallace asked.

      I didn’t like his blunt challenge to my authority, but I answered his question. “It’s low risk, high reward. We dealt with this pen easily. We’ll use the exact same tactic for the last two, and any damage we do take I expect to manage with Minor Heal. Hector, you’re our only frontline for this. Do you think that’s a fair assessment?”

      He nodded. “The pens are no trouble, so long as you three are quick with your spears.”

      We set to the task, and for the next two pens we used the same strategy: Hector in the front, between the nearest fence post and the cavern wall, with Victoria, Wallace, and I behind, using our spears to shove back or kill any lizard that slipped past Hector’s club.

      When it was all over, I had reached three of seven battle points and jungle lizard harvesting level three, unlocking the possibility for the beasts to drop scales. We had no use for them at the moment, but I put them in my inventory in case we wanted them later on.

      “I insist that you rest now,” said Wallace with uncommon sternness. He wiped lizard blood off the blade of his stone hatchet and then returned the item to his inventory. “I know you think you can keep going forever, but I’m not going into a boss fight when one of us can barely keep their eyes open.”

      I sighed. “You’re right. I’ve been pushing myself. Victoria and I will rest. Wake us if we sleep too long.”

      Hector and Wallace left and set up a watch, one on the plateau to monitor the tunnels and one by the tunnel leading to the great hall.

      I closed my eyes and curled up, using my hands for a pillow. In a few minutes I was asleep.
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      I woke to Hector jostling my shoulder. I was so tired that my mind was only a quarter awake. “What is it?” I asked, momentarily forgetting where we were.

      “It’s been a couple of hours, but that isn’t why we woke you. The light has changed. Look.”

      I blinked my eyes until my vision cleared and looked up. The flame in the braziers had turned half-red.

      “When did that happen?” I asked. I stretched and walked closer to the path, to get a better view of the magical flame.

      “A couple minutes ago. Could it be a dungeon timer?”

      Victoria and Wallace walked over and joined the conversation.

      “I doubt it,” said Victoria. “Timers are features of C-rank dungeons and higher. I’ve never heard of an E-rank timer.”

      “Then what could it be?” Hector asked.

      “Something noticed we’re here,” said Wallace. “It’s a signal to the orcs in the dungeon, like an alarm.”

      “It could be,” I said, frustrated that I had to rely on their impartial knowledge. “In this case that’s a safe assumption. Equip your weapons. We’re heading to the plateau.”

      We went at a jog, and the movement cleared my mind, bringing me back to sharp awareness. Only then did I realize how tired I had been before the nap.

      We reached the plateau and slowed to a walk, forming a line of four as we approached the tunnel that led up to where Victoria had seen the banners. We heard and saw nothing.

      “It couldn’t have been an alarm,” said Victoria. “They would be here by now.”

      Wallace clenched his weapon so tightly that his knuckles turned white. “I don’t believe it. They’re up to something. Why else would the color change?”

      “There are many possibilities,” said Hector. “Maybe the boss redirected the magic in the flames for another talent. Or it could be a signal it’s time to eat, or gather for a meeting, or to do something with the lizard eggs.”

      “Speaking of that,” I said. “Hector, do you have eggs in your inventory?”

      He shook his head.

      “Fill up one of your slots with them. They might be useful later in the dungeon. We have no idea what combat situations we’ll face, and I want to have as many tools as possible.”

      We waited with our weapons at the ready while he collected the eggs. On his return, we moved from the tunnel and leaned against the cavern wall.

      I turned to Victoria. “Why do you think the boss will notice our presence when we pass by the banners? Do they look magically imbued?”

      Victoria bit her lip before replying. “I can’t explain why exactly. I have an intuition sometimes. It looked like a threshold, and that once we passed it, there would be no turning back. The boss is a powerful magic user. That much is obvious. Sometimes a dungeon has triggers, where items are enchanted to give off a silent alarm when disturbed.”

      Wallace snapped his fingers. “Like the bait in the jungle near the dungeon entrance.”

      “Exactly,” Victoria replied.

      “I don’t think we should presume the boss will attack us as soon as we cross the threshold,” I said. “In any case, no one touch the banners when we get there. We’ll leave them undisturbed and move as silently as we can. Hector, the tunnel is narrow. You should equip a stone cudgel, or a different weapon for close-quarters fighting.”

      He nodded, and his driftwood club disappeared back into his inventory, replaced by a fresh stone cudgel, taken from one of the orcs he had just killed.

      “Are we all ready for this?” I asked. “The hardest part of the dungeon lies ahead. We may be in for ambushes and battles at a second’s notice. Stay close to one another and keep an eye out for bottlenecks. If all else fails, we’ll retreat back to this tunnel.”

      “Aye,” said Hector.

      Wallace and Victoria added their agreement, and we advanced up to the next section of the dungeon.

      Braziers with red and blue flames hung from the top of the tunnel, lighting the steep ascent. We walked through the flickering light until we reached the two banners that Victoria had described.

      The banners were white with the trident symbol painted on the front using blood that had dried to a crusty black. They hung around the necks of skeletons propped up on thick wooden poles that leaned against the tunnel, flanking the spot where the tunnel exited into another room.

      “Here we go,” I muttered.

      Hector swapped the cudgel for his driftwood club and went forward in a defensive crouch, weapon held close in front of his body to protect against a sudden attack. He stepped in quickly, and we fanned out behind him, Victoria and I on the left, Wallace on the right. The hall was empty. Still, I didn’t relax, and I moved forward with my spiked club ready to swing, party members keeping pace right next to me.

      To our right a tunnel led up; to our left a tunnel led down. I signaled for Hector to lead the way left.

      We made our way down a set of steps that had been roughly cut into the rock.

      “I smell something,” said Hector, sniffing the air. “An animal.”

      “A lizard?” I asked, keeping my voice low.

      “No. I think it’s a baboon.”

      “We wiped them out,” Wallace whispered.

      “Not all of them,” Hector replied. He rose to his full height and rushed forward.

      “Hector, wait!” I shouted, but it was no use. He charged down the steps, and we had no choice but to run after him.
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      I reached the bottom of the steps and found an enraged Tuk’Mout waiting inside a small room. Blood from the brand freshly cut into the baboon chief’s chest trickled down his white fur. He roared a challenge at Hector, pounded on his chest, and leapt to meet the half-ogre’s charge. The debuff from his roar dazed all of us except Hector, who was too large and hardy for it to have an effect.

      My vision swam, and I watched in horror as my most valuable party member took on a D-rank mini-boss one on one.

      Hector was hotheaded, but he wasn’t dumb. Instead of trying to match Tuk’Mout pound for pound, he dove to the side at the last moment and rolled gracefully over the ground. He hopped back to his feet, and Tuk’Mout smashed his hairy fists through thin air. Hector spun and put all his weight into a two-handed strike of his club.

      Tuk’Mout’s small head was mostly hidden from Hector by his huge back, but that wasn’t where he was aiming. He struck Tuk’Mout’s right knee, breaking it, and the baboon chief crumpled to the floor.

      Wallace recovered first from Tuk’Mout’s roar, and he slammed his spiked club into the beast’s side. Tuk’Mout hardly acknowledged the blow, and no blood showed when Wallace withdrew his weapon to strike again.

      I had chosen talents optimized for fighting orcs and lizards, not beast mini-bosses. Wallace didn’t have Frenzy or Charge. Icy Breath didn’t work on massive creatures and, of course, there was no weapon to be frozen with Frost Burn. Victoria’s talents were mostly useless as well, with Tuk’Mout completely immune to Garrote and Soft Touch. Weak Point would have been extremely helpful, but it wasn’t slotted in. I wanted to curse and panic, but I didn’t give in to the urge.

      With my good arm, I swapped weapons to my spear and hurled it at Tuk’Mout’s face. My aim was true, and the wooden tip bounced off the side of his head, taking only a bit of skin with it.

      Victoria launched her weapon after mine and struck Tuk’Mout basically point-blank right on his cheek. Tuk’Mout roared and Victoria hurled another weapon. Then Hector’s club came down in a massive overhanded swing aimed at the top of Tuk’Mout’s head. The baboon chief raised a giant arm and absorbed the blow, knocking the club aside at the same time and sending Hector into an unbalanced stagger.

      My head cleared, and I noticed shouts coming from off to the side. I looked over and saw thick wooden bars set into the rock. Richard, marked by his long black hair, and a group of five other E-rank crew members were trapped on the other side and shouting words of encouragement:

      “Come on! Get him!”

      “You can do it!”

      “Hit him with another one!”

      They looked half starved, but they all jammed up against the wooden bars and reached through, punching their fists in the air to cheer us on, mad hope gleaming in their eyes.

      Tuk’Mout moved with surprising agility and hopped up on his good leg. He caught Wallace with a sweep of his arm and knocked him against the rock wall.

      I thought his spine had been broken, but the tough Vurl lifted himself to all fours and wheezed. I cast Minor Heal on him and hurled a stone hatchet at Tuk’Mout, where it bounced off his thick hide.

      Tuk’Mout turned all of his attention on Hector and roared again, showing long fangs. One bite would be enough to finish off any of us, half-ogre or not.

      Hector was at the back of the room, caught between Tuk’Mout, the rock wall, and the wooden bars trapping the prisoners. His initial attack, while successful, had placed him in a position he couldn’t get out of. That was how it looked to me, until he grabbed a bar of the cage with both hands, ripped it off, then hurled it at Tuk’Mout’s face as the baboon chief charged in.

      Tuk’Mout ignored the piece of wood and let it bounce off his thick skull. But it did momentarily block his vision, and Hector grabbed his club as if it was a spear and jabbed upward. The blow found the underside of Tuk’Mout’s jaw, and his head snapped back, but it still wasn’t enough to knock him out. He smashed a fist on Hector’s shoulder, knocking the half-ogre to the ground.

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector and Evasion on Victoria, then charged into the fray. Wallace and Victoria joined me, and we attacked Tuk’Mout from all sides, slamming our weapons as hard as we could against his ribs and legs until he swung a giant arm and knocked us over like bowling pins.

      Tuk’Mout was about to club us to death when Hector grabbed his ankle with both hands and pulled as hard as he could, forcing weight onto the beast’s crippled leg.

      Tuk’Mout howled as his leg broke even worse than before, and he fell again to the ground. Meanwhile, the captured crew members tore at the hole Hector had made in their cell wall. Thinking quick on my feet, I equipped a stone hatchet and tossed it through the bars before  turning my attention back to the battle.

      Hector’s shoulder was out of place. He groaned and rolled onto his back, and then there was no movement other than the rise and fall of his chest. There was nothing I could for him until Minor Heal came off cooldown. At the same time, the crew members hacked through the bonds of their cage and rushed out to join the fight. I dropped all the weapons in my inventory except for my spiked wooden club. Victoria and Wallace did the same. Suddenly, our party of four had turned into a band of ten.

      I cast War Cry on Hector, and he shouted up from where he lay. The rest of us shouted in chorus and attacked as Tuk’Mout slowly rose to his feet. Victoria and I targeted his good leg and drove the nails of our spiked clubs into the little joints between his knee bones, while others struck wherever they could.

      Tuk’Mout growled in pain and bashed a crew member against the rock wall, littering the room with gore from the man’s split skull.

      We kept fighting, undeterred by the gruesome death and knowing we had this one blitz attack to end the battle in our favor. With Hector down, we had little chance of facing Tuk’Mout if he ever stood again.

      The great baboon chief reached out, found another crew member with his hairy paw, yanked him forward, and bit the man’s face, fangs puncturing deep. He roared again, blood and saliva dribbling down his chin.

      I picked up my spear from where it had fallen and jabbed it up under Tuk’Mout’s ribs as hard as I could. It wedged in deeply, but not far enough to finish the kill. Wallace saw my attack had pierced Tuk’Mout’s hide and grabbed the spear with both hands. Together we shoved it in until it hit Tuk’Mout’s heart, and the mini-boss stopped moving.

      

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

      

        

      
        5/7 Battle points to your next level

      

        

      
        Mini-boss Tuk’Mout Defeated!

        Party Boon Granted: All party members gain +50% defense against roar debuffs

      

        

      
        Party Badges Granted: Alpha Baboon (D-rank)

      

        

      
        Party Triumph Granted: Tuk’Mout’s Head

      

      

      The golden letters appeared before me, overlaid on the carnage spread across the rock wall.
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      The surviving crew members let out a cheer. Victoria, Wallace, and I rushed to Hector’s side.

      “Are you alive?” Wallace asked, staring at Hector from an uncomfortably close distance.

      “Aye, I’m alive. Get your face away. The bastard broke my shoulder.”

      A piece of bone jutted out through Hector’s skin, and the rest of his shoulder was shifted two inches out of place.

      “I’ll cast Minor Heal as often as I can, but I’m not sure how much it will help,” I said. “We might need stronger healing magic.”

      “I’ll make do,” said Hector.

      We helped Hector to his feet, where he slowly stooped and picked up his driftwood club. “I’ll be able to fight the boss,” he said. “No problem.”

      “Of course you will,” said Victoria. “We’ve never had a fight without you.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told him. “You don’t have to be on the frontline anymore. You can take a position in the back.”

      Hector grunted in reply. He seemed to be standing well enough on his own, even though his face was very pale.

      My Minor Heal cooldown ended in that moment and I cast it again on him. He sighed in relief and leaned back against the rock wall.

      I turned to face the rescued crew members and saw Richard standing next to Tuk’Mout’s corpse. He held my gaze for a moment then looked away and moved to stand behind his crew members.

      I was sure he had just taken Tuk’Mout’s loot. There was no way the baboon chief had dropped a weapon, but the raw materials from his body could be extremely valuable. Once again, Richard had betrayed me and twisted the situation in his favor.

      I clenched my jaw and opened my mouth to call him out, then thought better of it and shut it again. There were many ways of dealing with Richard, but calling him out on it immediately was not right for this moment.

      The man who approached to shake my hand had an overgrown brown beard with two small braids in it. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and completely bald except for a wispy ring of hair circling around from above his ears. He had the face of a man who had spent his life at sea and a rough voice to match it.

      “You’re a real ash-born hero,” he said. He shook my hand vigorously with tears welling in his eyes.

      He turned to Wallace and Victoria, taking us all in. “We’d still be locked in there if it wasn’t for all of you. Who are you? What are your names?”

      “I’m Paul, battle master and the leader of our party. This is Wallace and Victoria, and that’s Hector over there. We were with Richard and the other shipwrecked survivors until his group split off and came to rescue you. We decided to secure a water supply first and then come after.”

      “A battle master?” the man remarked, stroking a hand through his beard. “I’ve never had the pleasure of meeting one. We can truly count ourselves lucky, lads.”

      The last two surviving crew members, who looked to be twenty at the oldest, stared at me with wide eyes.

      “I’m Captain Raulnikov,” said the man with the beard. “I fly the colors of the Queen’s Trading Company. We lost a good number of our men already, but I think we’ll be all right now. The lot of us here should be enough to escape this place.”

      An awkward silence followed, as everyone in my party realized our plans were at odds with the captain’s.

      “I have good news,” I told Raulnikov. “I just reached level six. I have three recruitment slots. What do the three of you think about joining my party? You may be sailors, but I’ve seen your courage. With my talents and the weapons we gave you, you’ll be fighting like us in no time.”

      “Splendid!” said the captain. “We’ll give a good walloping to any mangy beast that gets in our way.”

      I cast Recruit on him, and he accepted right away. His two crew members followed suit, leaving Richard the only one left outside our party of six.

      I smiled and watched him struggle to control the expression on his face.

      “There is one thing,” I told Raulnikov. “We all took down Tuk’Mout here, but I think you can agree that it was our party that did the most work. Do you think it fair if we take the loot?”

      “Of course!” the captain replied. “Did you not take it yet?”

      “No. Someone else looted it before we could. I believe it was Richard over there.”

      Raulnikov turned, and his expression hardened as he stared daggers at Richard. “Is this true? Did you take their spoils?”

      Richard stood silent for a moment and then dumped the items unceremoniously onto the floor. “Take it, but you don’t deserve it. We lost five men while you dallied. Letting us have the loot is the least you could have done.”

      “How’s this for a start?” I dropped all the coconuts in my inventory. They tapped against the rock floor and rolled to the crew members’ feet. “You’ll find they open with a few strikes of those weapons we gave you,” I added.

      Our new party members desperately grabbed the coconuts, cracked them open, and guzzled down the sweet water.

      Richard held back, but not for long. He eventually grabbed one and broke it open, turning to hide his face as he gorged himself.

      “I see it the other way,” I said, responding to Richard. “If anything, a reward is in order. We risked our lives to come here. You all must know what lies between the jungle and this room. Over fifty lizards and a score of orcs. We took them down, risking life and limb to set you free. If that’s not worth something, I don’t know what is.”

      From the corner of my eye, I spied Victoria gracefully stalking the perimeter of the room, getting into a flanking position on Richard.

      Now that we had rescued the crew and defeated Tuk’Mout, I decided to change plans and go along with the captain’s wishes. “As soon as you’re ready, we’ll head back to camp. We have a hearthstone there and good defenses. We’ll cook meat, everyone will rest up, and then we’ll plan our next move. I can see your ribs sticking out. They must have been starving you. And here I thought they ate human flesh.”

      Captain Raulnikov laughed heartily, but it only made his face appear even more gaunt. “If you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it. I lost too many good men to orcs.”

      “Of course,” I replied. I turned to my original party members. “Wallace, Hector, Victoria—we’ve come a long way. I know we planned to defeat the boss, but we found what we came for. I think it’s best to leave at this point. We’ve already had our fair share of luck this day. I don’t think we need to push it. We’ll head back to camp and finish what we started when we’re fully ready.”

      “That’s music to my ears,” said Wallace.

      Victoria sighed and nodded. “Yes, of course. That’s the safe option. I follow your lead, battle master.”

      I smiled, picking up on the subtle teasing in her tone.

      Technically, Raulnikov and his two crew members were as much a part of my party as Hector, Wallace, and Victoria, but I didn’t trust their loyalty as much. As far as I was concerned, they were second-class party members until they proved otherwise.

      I hadn’t lied; they had shown courage, and fought well, even after seeing two of their comrades die in battle. That was more than I could say for Richard, and the rest of the bums who had washed up on the beach and done nothing but gotten themselves killed with reckless decisions and poor planning.

      I collected Tuk’Mout’s loot, and with that settled we set out to leave the dungeon. Richard trailed in the back, sulking and walking at his own pace while the others spoke freely and got to know one another.

      I walked to Raulnikov and struck up a conversation. “What happened during the storm? I don’t have any memories from before I washed up.”

      “Poor man,” said the captain. “The saltwater must have got in your brain. Well, I’ll tell you. We were going along at five knots when a wind came up out of nowhere. Dark clouds appeared in the sky where there had been none. Hail showered down, ripping through our sails. The air turned cold and the sea choppy. We did our best to stay afloat, but in the end the ship was thrown against a rocky outcrop. She broke apart, and those that could clung to what floated. An act of the gods, a freak of nature, the work of an evil sorcerer—those are my best guesses. I’ve never seen the like of it in my forty years at sea.”

      A freak event to cover my entrance into this world, I thought. How many deaths did that cause?

      “I don’t recall seeing you aboard,” Raulnikov commented. “How did you get here?”

      I shrugged.

      “Ah, your memory,” he said, and tapped a finger against his temple. “Sometimes I wish I couldn’t remember. For all the lads we lost in the jungle, two dozen more felt the sea’s embrace.”

      A howl wound through the cave network, sounding like it was coming from every direction. It almost sounded like it could have been wind coming through an air vent leading out to the mountainside, but there was a rise and fall to it that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      The flames suddenly changed in color from half-blue and half-red to full red. The blue illumination that had lit the dungeon on our way in was now a horrible blood color, like the mist the blood shaman had drawn from the lizard corpses.

      “Run!” I shouted.

      We took off as fast as we could, and soon heard the yelps of whatever beasts chased after us. Hector was slower than the rest, but we stayed with him, moving as a unit.

      We neared the dungeon exit at the end of the great hall when an amu appeared at the other end. It snarled and waited with its hackles raised, lips curled back from its teeth, saliva dribbling from its jaws to the stone.

      “Ashes and blood,” I swore.

      Everyone moved faster, doing their best to keep Hector limping along.

      The amu stalked forward, and another one came up through the left-hand tunnel. They both snarled and leapt after us, confident they could win the fight with tooth and claw. But they were too late, and our party exited through the shimmering blue barrier. We turned with weapons raised to face them, but the amu did not exit the dungeon.

      At once I felt the muggy jungle air. The sun was high in the sky, and a new day had begun.
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      I looked behind us but there was nothing to see. The barrier hid the amu and whatever else might have been in the great hall.

      “That was close,” said Wallace.

      “It will be a long walk until we can have a proper meal,” I told everyone. “Let’s set our best pace. We’ll head into the jungle and cut through the old baboon territory. And don’t worry, we’ve dealt with all the baboons. Tuk’Mout was the last one. The only thing we have to watch out for is lizards, but we know how to deal with them. Keep your eyes and ears open, and don’t stray far from one another.”

      Raulnikov nodded, happy to be subordinate to my orders for the time being. Richard slunk along, for once not raising his voice to question my every word.

      “We should tell them about the spiders,” said Hector. His voice was weak, and he held the elbow of his bad arm with his other hand to stop it from jostling.

      “Spiders?” asked one of the crew members.

      “They live in the mountains,” Victoria said. “One of them attacked us on our way to the dungeon.”

      “We took a roundabout route, so that we wouldn’t be detected by any patrolling orcs,” Wallace explained.

      I detected a bit of surprise and uncertainty as the new party members realized how synchronized the rest of us were, even in our speech. We had been through many battles together, and it would take time for them to come into the fold. Until then, they would likely function as their own clique.

      It was something I would have to think about going forward. As I levelled up as a battle master, more and more people would be looking to me for guidance, and they would have their own loyalties and circles of friends within the larger order. That was well and good, except if it got in the way of combat coordination. I didn’t want them to feel left out, or rush to save one of their own but not Wallace, Hector, or Victoria.

      “We won’t go the mountain way,” I said. “But just so you know, the spider ambushed me from a great height. Their carapace is the same color as the stone, making them difficult to spot. Anyway, there’s no need to worry about that now. Perhaps another day, when we search for a mountain pass.”

      I turned my attention to trying to think up team-building and combat training exercises we could do back in camp, to pass the time, come to know each other, and train for battles to come. I supposed I would also have to come up with a way of convincing Raulnikov and his men to join us in a boss fight—and maybe Wallace, as well. He was the most reluctant of the core party members to clear the dungeon, while Victoria was the most eager to claim treasure and adventure on.

      Raulnikov hadn’t finished asking questions. “Why would we search for a mountain pass?” he asked. “What have you been planning? We should fill each other in, so we know the way things lie.”

      “Our plan was to kill the dungeon boss, clear out the dungeon, and find a way through the mountains,” I said bluntly. “We believe that the only way—or at least the easiest way—to get through the mountain range is to use the tunnel network that the orcs built and hope it exits into a pass. But that’s a distant plan now. First, we’ll collect more coconuts and head back to camp. It may take as long as a week for us to recover. In that time, we can hash out exactly how to proceed. That’s the broad scope of it.”

      Raulnikov furrowed his brow and gave me a searching glance. “Why would you want to get to the other side of the mountains? I don’t see any point in that.”

      “The way I see it, we’re nearly at the end of the world, and out in the Wild to boot. Not many ships passing by, so it’s not exactly a regular trading route. Although you, as a captain, may tell me better. God only knows how long it could take for someone to find us. Our plan is to strike out and find civilization ourselves.”

      Raulnikov used the stone hatchet we had given him to whack at a vine hanging down by his face. Hector was in the front as usual, Minor Heal and Stamina Boost doing much to keep him going. Despite his injured shoulder, he was able to press on. I was casting Minor Heal as often as I could, but the bone still stuck out through his skin.

      We had partly cleared the jungle path on our way to the dungeon entrance, but foliage was still overgrown and getting in our way as often as not, forcing the eight of us to duck under branches, and slash apart giant leaves and whatever else got in our way, as we blazed a trail back to camp.

      “It’s a fool’s errand,” said Raulnikov. “What do you expect to find on the other side? More jungle. That’s what it’ll be. The way I hoof it, our best chance is to stay near the water and wait for someone to come looking. The guild doesn’t leave its ships unchecked, you know. For mine to go missing... well, there’ll be a counting back at headquarters. Mighty few pieces of gold were lost, I can tell you. They’ll come looking.”

      “But will they find us?” I asked. “Do you know how far this jungle is from where the ship went down?”

      Raulnikov frowned at that. “Not so far that they won’t check the coastline.”

      “And how long until word reaches them that the ship has gone missing? Months is my guess,” I ventured.

      “Months better spent on a beach than wandering through a godforsaken jungle,” Raulnikov quickly replied. He turned to me, stopping on the trail and forcing all the others behind us to stop as well. “You’re asking me to go back into that dungeon with my men.” He gestured at the two young sailors that had survived the fight against Tuk’Mout. “They’ll follow me, aye, but it’s my responsibility not to lead them astray.”

      I was in a tricky position. I didn’t want to pressure Raulnikov more than necessary. At the same time, having seven people to fight the boss instead of four could mean the difference between success and mortal defeat. I judged Raulnikov to be a practical man, risk-adverse and generally distrustful. He was an old-school, kind of gruff character that reminded me of my dad’s mechanic.

      Raulnikov likely thought I was up to some kind of scheme, which in truth I partly was. But at the same time, he wasn’t trying to connect the dots and find a good case for why going back into the dungeon could be a good idea. It was up to me to do that for him, without forcing my hand. I had gained three party members little over two hours ago, yet I already felt at risk of losing them.

      We made our way through the jungle and didn’t spot any animal larger than one of the skinny monkeys chirping from the treetops and swinging from branch to branch. A much different breed than the baboons, these beasts were not aggressive, and it gave us some pleasure to watch them happily follow us from the trees, peering out from behind leaves to take in the exotic sight of a group of adventurers cutting their way through the thick foliage.
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      We reached the coconut grove in short order and stocked up our inventory slots with more coconuts, replenishing the supplies we had spent and giving the others their first opportunity to fill their inventories. We rested by the river, each of us a little hard for breathing due to our sprint out of the dungeon and then immediate hard trekking through the jungle.

      Hector lay flat on his back and closed his eyes. The rest of us sat on the bank and put our feet into the river. The cool water reduced the swelling in my feet and sharpened my mind.

      Raulnikov gestured at the cairn made for Peniwald. “That was one of yours, I take it.”

      “Aye,” said Hector. “The one who killed him was that hairy beast guarding your prison cell.”

      “Ah,” said Raulnikov in understanding. “That’s why you rushed down like a demon out of hell to take him on.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen such brave stupidity.”

      “What’s done is done,” Hector replied. “I only wish we’d killed them earlier and saved Peniwald.”

      “He was the bookkeeper of our group,” Wallace explained.

      “Your boatswain,” said Raulnikov.

      Wallace nodded. “Something like that. He kept a journal of all our inventory items and made sure we rationed what was necessary.”

      “Speaking of inventories,” Raulnikov ventured, “none of you would happen to have tobacco and a pipe, would you?”

      Hector laughed deep from his belly. “I was just thinking the same thing. If we did, I might have used it all by now.”

      “Eggs,” said Wallace, interjecting himself into the conversation. “Big round chicken eggs. I used to eat them for breakfast every morning. Sometimes for dinner, too. I suppose I’ll keep fighting to get out of this place, so long as I have that on my mind. What about you, Victoria? What do you miss most about civilization?”

      Our assassin was quiet for a long moment. “My cat,” she said presently, then glared at us, daring anyone to make a joke.

      “You have a pet?” Hector asked.

      “Yes. What, you haven’t you seen a cat before?”

      “Well, sure. I just didn’t think you were the type.”

      “We’ve got so many cats where I come from that no one needs one for a pet,” said Wallace. “The saying goes that there are more cats than mice in Dresdow. Open your window and one will come inside to lick off your saucer.”

      “There’s something to that,” said Raulnikov, nodding sagely. “With a cat, you’ve always got a friend. We had two aboard the ship. Don’t expect they made it. There was something unnatural about that storm. But it’s still not as strange as meeting a battle master in the Wild. I’m not sure if I believe it.”

      “You’ll believe it when he gives you talents,” said Victoria.

      “Aye,” said Raulnikov, “I reckon so. I wish we’d crossed paths before the orcs got us.” He wiped his eyes and squinted at something far away.

      “I’m sorry we didn’t come sooner,” I told him with genuine sorrow. “We had our own enemies to fight. That reminds me, you should know that the camp is not completely safe. It’s as safe as anything we’ve found, but an attack has come every night we’ve slept there. We fought them off each time, but the attacks have been increasing in intensity. Now that we’ve cleared out most of the dungeon, it could be that the attacks will stop, but we can’t be sure.”

      Raulnikov sighed. “The gods don’t grant rest easy, do they? Well, it’ll give us something to do, I suppose. But you promise me this. If it comes to it...” He took a deep breath and looked down the line of party members sitting on the bank, to where the two young crewmen sat chatting with Hector. “You let me go instead of one of them, understand? I’ve seen enough of my men die.”

      “Do you have a family?” I asked.

      “I do. They’ll be looked after by the guild if I die.”

      “They’ll think you’re dead as soon as they hear of the shipwreck.”

      Raulnikov ran a hand over his beard from top to bottom. “I suppose so. My family is one of the reasons I don’t want to go into that dungeon. You see, you may be right about us waiting for years, but I have a wife and grandchildren. The plan was to captain ships for another ten years, then sit at home with the little ones, telling them stories in the morning and going hunting in the evening. At my age, a few years on a beach doesn’t seem so long. Not with what I have waiting for me. And those boys, I’m sure they’ll get an earful from your crew about grand adventures and heroics. But they’ll do as I say, so don’t go trying to convince them of anything behind my back. It won’t do you any good.”

      I didn’t believe him, and I decided that if push came to shove I would do exactly as he warned me against. But I still had more cards to play before it came to that. “I think you’re underestimating the attacks on that camp.” It seemed as if that information had simply flown over his head, and he had focused on his fear of the dungeon. “Orcs, lizards, and even a D-rank python have attacked us. Think about it. If the four of us go to the dungeon and then beyond, how will the rest of you survive? If you’re not confident in the dungeon, then why do you think you could survive attacks out here on your own? What’s more, Victoria and I are the only ones with combat classes. You wouldn’t have a chance. It’s your choice of course, but it doesn’t seem like much of one.”

      “Bah,” said Raulnikov dismissively. “We know how to fight. You saw that. We would have made it, but there was a great bloody number of them outside the dungeon and we only had sticks. I think we’ll be fine with these weapons and the camp you spoke of.”
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      After we’d taken a rest and cooled off, we resumed our trek to finish the final leg of our journey. Raulnikov was a stubborn old goat just as I had predicted. He was also the type who wouldn’t let on that he was slowly being convinced.

      I made sure he was within hearing distance and called out to Victoria. “Did you see any more dwarven runes in the dungeon? It was such a scramble at the end that I forgot to look for them after our rest.”

      Victoria moved up from the back of the line where she’d been chatting with Wallace and walked by my side. She pushed me playfully. “Have you thinking about treasure now, do I? I knew you were as greedy as me.”

      From the corner of my eye I saw Raulnikov turn his head ever so slightly to better hear our conversation.

      I laughed. “You could say that. I’m interested to know if the great hall is the only place where the orcs connected their cave network to the ruins.”

      “Well, there was nothing more that I could see,” said Victoria. “I think our only chance is to get through the vault door. How? I have no idea, and maybe it’s something we all come back to in twenty years, once we find someone who might be able to blast it open.”

      “Blast open a dwarven door, is that what I heard you say?” Wallace moved past Richard and joined our conversation. “I think you’re underestimating dwarven engineering. If the dwarves built a vault they didn’t want anyone to enter, then no one’s entering it. They discovered secrets of metallurgy thousands of years ago that we still don’t understand today.”

      “What about clipsum powder?” Victoria asked.

      Wallace shook his head. “Nope, won’t do it. It’ll make a great big bloody noise and cover everything in dust, but it won’t make a dent.”

      “There must be a mage or beast somewhere that could find a way,” Victoria mused.

      “Probably,” Wallace admitted. “But good luck convincing one. And even if you told them where it was, why in the world would they keep you around?”

      I ran with this hypothetical line of thinking. It wasn’t any use to us at the moment, but it was interesting to consider. “What about a team of miners digging into the mountainside? Wouldn’t that eventually get us in?”

      “True enough,” said Wallace. “An indirect path, but effective nonetheless.”

      “How long would it take?”

      “It depends on the size of the crew, the equipment, and if there is a master artificer or mage class to help. Somewhere in the order of months.”

      “And you wouldn’t be able to keep it a secret,” Victoria added. “Hiring that many workers would draw attention. Then what’s to stop someone powerful from taking the treasure out from under you?”

      “What kind of loot do you expect to be in an E-rank dungeon, anyway?” I asked Victoria. “You strike me as someone with connections and a decent fortune of your own.”

      She snorted at that.

      “So far, all we’ve seen in this dungeon is primitive orcs and lizards,” I said, ignoring her outburst. “Why are you so eager to clear it? I imagine there is a great reward.”

      “Must I explain the obvious because you hit your head?”

      I stared at her blankly.

      She sighed. “Fine. Dungeons are rare to come by. None of us here have cleared a dungeon; I can guarantee you that. If we had, we wouldn’t be wherever we are right now. This is how the rich get richer and everyone else stays the same. An uncleared E-rank dungeon is a once in a lifetime opportunity. Now, you want to know what we might find in there. This is what I’ll tell you. The staff on the lieutenant that we killed—that will be a good chunk of money right there. But think of what will be in the boss room. The lieutenant was sent out in a raiding party. Hardly a high-tier position. The boss himself is sure to drop more. And then there are items from Quezmeth, which could be incredibly rare, and whatever drops from the guards in the boss room.

      “This is where magical items come from,” she explained. “Top-tier artificers can create magical items from scratch, but those are uncommon. Production is slow. The vast amount are found in dungeons, crafted hundreds or thousands of years ago, or by more recent forces, mysterious and unknown. This is why our lords spent half their treasury on outfitting armies and sieging up high-rank dungeons. That’s where all the value is. Gods above, we all know that half the economy runs on supporting those armies. What’s the name of the big dungeon that hasn’t been cleared yet?”

      “What rank?” Wallace asked.

      “A-rank. Close to Forhome Keep.”

      “Oh, yes. I know the one. It’s been uncleared since King Raynen. They say over a thousand men and woman have died in the boss room alone.”

      “My point exactly,” said Victoria. “With the monsters that come out of it, you’d think the ordinary folk would stay clear. Instead, the enterprising sorts set up shops to feed, clothe, and entertain the army, and now it’s one of the largest cities in the region.”

      “Incredible,” I muttered.

      Victoria nodded. “It is. This is how people make fortunes and start dynasties. One person takes a massive risk and is strong enough to see it through. They clear the dungeon, claim the treasure.” She clapped her hands. “Bam—wealthy beyond ken. That’s the surest way to move up in the world.”

      “Well, yes,” said Wallace, “but we have to remember we’re talking about an E-rank dungeon here. I’m sure the boss will drop something good, but let’s not fool ourselves. It’s not going to be enough to make all of us rich beyond our wildest dreams.”

      “That’s true,” said Victoria, “but rich enough to forge our own path.”

      “Sick of being an envoy?” I asked.

      Victoria raised her chin imperiously. “One never tires in the service of Countess Frederine. The loot would make me better at what I do, is all.”

      Hector overheard, and his rumbling laugh rang out from the front of the line. Clearly, he wasn’t buying Victoria’s pledge of timeless fealty.

      “And there’s one more thing,” said Victoria, ignoring him. “The dwarven runes. As you say, we can’t get through the vault, but we haven’t explored the full cave network either, or the rest of the mountainside. There may be another way in. We don’t know until we look, and dwarven ruins are certain to have something good.”

      “We’ve already gone over this,” said Wallace. “It’s sure to have been looted by now.”

      “You’re sure of that, are you?” Victoria snapped back.

      I left the two of them to bicker and stepped forward, taking position next to Hector and Raulnikov at the front of the party.

      “Fine plans you have,” said Raulnikov. “I see your motivations go beyond finding a way to civilization.”

      “Loot doesn’t mean anything until we reach a city,” I replied.

      Raulnikov nodded. “Well enough, but don’t think you’ll be enticing me with such stories. Dwarven ruins there may be. I saw the statues too. But I don’t reckon we have much of a chance of getting inside. Besides, I’m too old for such dreams. I’ll take my hunting and grandchildren over a mad dash for riches. At my age, these things start to make sense to you.”

      “The loot isn’t about you,” I said. “At least, it’s not for you to spend. What Victoria said is true. This is about building a dynasty. If you join us, and if there is treasure, you’ll get your fair share. That means your grandchildren will have money, and your men will never have to work another day of their life.”

      Raulnikov hacked angrily at a branch with his stone hatchet. “Say that to those we lost,” he said sharply. All the other conversations in our party fell silent. “Say that to the men butchered in the dungeon.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “I spoke without thinking. You know what’s best for yourself. We’ll speak more at camp.”

      That was the end of it. The lure had been set, and it was up to Raulnikov to take it or leave it.
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      We soon came to the trees Victoria had marked during our search for water. The four of us breathed a sigh of relief, knowing then that we were close to camp.

      “What did Tuk’Mout drop?” Victoria asked. “That would give us a sense of what else could be in the dungeon.”

      I had completely forgotten about the loot, because it was only minutes later that we ran for our lives to get out of the dungeon. From there my focus had been on Raulnikov and Richard, the latter surely plotting some kind of future betrayal. The greasy-haired first mate hadn’t spoken a word since we left the dungeon, but I could tell by his expression and hooded eyes that he was seething with rage.

      I opened my inventory and found the three slots that held Tuk’Mout’s loot. I hadn’t even looked at them since I’d picked them up.

      One of the items was named Tuk’Mout’s Hide. I equipped it, and my knees nearly buckled as a great weight of leather and fur appeared in my arms. I put it back into my inventory almost immediately. “Well, that was one of them,” I said.

      “It has a unique name,” said Victoria, rubbing her chin in interest. “I bet an artificer could make a great cloak or set of armor out of it. What else?”

      I equipped Tuk’Mout’s Fangs, each of the two canines as long as my hand.

      “Again, a named item,” said Victoria. “If only we had an artificer in our party. You might be able to make something of them.”

      “Uh, the last one is his skull,” I said. “I don’t think my inventory can hold it.”

      “Inventories can always hold crafting items,” Victoria explained. “Hold onto those. They may be worth a lot. We’ll take them to an artificer who knows what they’re doing. They’ll be able to forge something good out of them. Then we can decide whether to use the item or sell it.”

      I liked her optimism that we would all continue to be a party once we’d left the Wild. Perhaps it spoke to how much she valued being in a battle master’s party.

      “I suppose Quezmeth will drop quality items too,” I said. “She looks to be the lizard boss, as Tuk’Mout was the baboon boss. It does make me wonder what the dungeon boss will drop.”

      Victoria grinned from ear to ear. “You see? It’s tempting, isn’t it?” She turned to Raulnikov. “You were captured and taken into the dungeon. Did you see the boss?”

      Raulnikov nodded. “We saw him brand Tuk’Mout. He used a talent that wrapped the beast in red chains. The boss had long black nails, and he used one to scratch the mark in the middle of Tuk’Mout’s chest. The beast made such a racket that I thought I’d go deaf. Then the boss cut a line on one of his palms and waved his hands through the air.”

      “Blood magic,” said Victoria. “He must be a shaman.”

      “That was my thought too,” said Raulnikov. “He left when the ritual was over. Now, if you think I have wrinkles, wait until you see him. I’ve never seen an orc so old. His face looked like it was hanging from his skull by hooks, and his skin was a pale red.”

      “How many guards came with him?” Hector asked. “Tell us everything you can.”

      “He had guards,” said Raulnikov, drawing on his memory. “They were tall, red-skinned orcs. Not dirty and twisted-looking like the others. Both of the guards had sharpened tusks and oiled hair. They stood straight, and their arms and legs were covered in bones. One held a giant club with some kind of black rock wedged into it.”

      “Did any of them look like a shaman?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “Did the boss carry anything with him? An item or weapon of any sort?”

      “Only a black dagger that he used to cut his palm, but nothing else. Wait, there was something. Darren, come here and tell them what you saw.”

      Darren, one of the surviving crew members, made his way to our conversation. “He was hunched over, and that made an opening at the neck of his robe. His necklace hung out a bit, and that was when I saw it.”

      “Go on,” said Raulnikov testily.

      “I think it was made of bones and glowing rocks. The bone pieces were very long and curved. They looked like fangs, maybe fingers. I don’t know. It must’ve been terribly heavy. Maybe that’s why he was hunched over.”

      “There you have it,” said Victoria. “A glimpse of the items in the dungeon. Do you know how much that necklace would go for?”

      “Not a clue,” I replied, after a beat.

      “Yes, yes,” she said. “It was a rhetorical question. The answer is, ashes more than any of us have seen in our lifetimes.”

      “Or we could use it ourselves,” I offered. “Victoria, you said that clearing dungeons is how fortunes are made and dynasties born. Did those people sell the loot? I think they used what they found to conquer lands and loot more dungeons.”

      Victoria waved her hand. “You think you’re so clever. Focus on what you do best, battle master. Let me handle the loot. Holding onto items won’t get you very far in this world. Two thousand years ago? Perhaps.”

      “She’s right,” said Hector. “So many dungeons have been looted by now that those in power are impossible to compete with. What we loot in this dungeon would barely be noticed in a lord’s treasure trove.”

      “I’m not talking about fighting them,” I explained. “Much of the world is still wild, right? That means there are many dungeons left unexplored. What better way to find and clear them than by using the items we loot? As you said, this dungeon is E-rank. It’s the perfect opportunity.”

      Wallace laughed. “He’s gone crazy. You’ve got him so he doesn’t want to leave the Wild anymore.”

      Victoria’s lips rose into a smug smile. “I see I have twisted your sweet soul to avarice. But one dungeon is enough for me. I’ll sell my share and complete my mission. A manor in Amarul, servants, days of leisure—that will be my life.”

      I frowned in disappointment. I didn’t have any plans to rest on my laurels. I needed to reach max level, find Echo and the others, and figure out a way to conquer Valheim. Victoria was being reasonable, of course. None of them had my unique motivation. For the time being, they were the best party members I could’ve hoped for, given the chances of who I could have washed up with on a beach in the middle of nowhere. But after we left the Wild, it seemed increasingly certain that we would all go our own way.

      Hector quickened his pace and strode out of the jungle, onto a stretch of long grass leading up to the hill. Seconds later I smelled the salty sea breeze, and I rushed forward after him. The whole party followed, and then we were all clear of the jungle. The muggy air was swept away by a breeze that seemed cool in comparison.

      Raulnikov and his crewmates whooped and ran down to the beach. Wallace, Hector, Victoria, and I looked to each other. I shrugged and we all jogged after the captain. Richard followed in a sulky manner, trudging along far behind.

      By the time we reached the beach, the three of them had already stripped off all their clothes. I suppose they had been sick of the stink in the dungeon, trapped as they were with Tuk’Mout right next to them, along with the stagnant musk of lizard and orc. They dove into the clear water and splashed each other, acting very much like children. I gave Hector a hard shove and then waded into the water.

      Hector went to push me back, but I held up my wounded arm. He simply scowled and shoved me anyway, and I was dunked beneath the lapping waves. Down there, I heard the muted sounds of laughter and play—the joy of being alive and back under the sun.

      I shook my head vigorously and ran my fingers through my hair and over my face, scrubbing off as much grime as I could. Wallace took a smarter approach. He grabbed a handful of sand from the sea floor and used it to scrub his legs and back. I did the same, and when the captain and crew tired of rough-housing, they got to the task of scraping off as much dirt as they could.

      The battles of the day were finally behind us. My body relaxed, and with the relaxation came a deep tiredness. It hit me like a sack of bricks. My eyes drooped, and I yawned.

      “Oh, don’t do that,” said Wallace. “Now you’ve got me going too.”

      The sun was in the latter half of the sky when we grabbed our clothes and walked up the path to our camp.

      “Don’t go in the front gate,” Hector warned. “We trapped it with a spiked pit. We’ll go through this gap in the palisade.”

      “Not a bad camp,” said Raulnikov, stroking one of the braids in his beard. “Did you build it?”

      “Not us. An artificer made it sometime before we washed up. He was the one who put up the walls and made the hearthstone. There’s not much to it, but it’s a reasonably defensible position.”

      We entered the camp, and it felt like home. Some of us rested on the lower steps set against the palisade. The rest slumped against the wall itself, where the shadow was long enough to provide shade.

      Hector activated the hearthstone and squatted next to the firepit. I suspected he was hungrier than Victoria and I put together. Once the flames were high, he skewered a piece of lizard meat on his spear and held it out over the open flame.

      “Might you have another of those?” Raulnikov asked, trying and failing to hide the desperate hunger in his voice. The two young crewmen licked their lips and stared longingly at Hector’s feast.

      Wallace either didn’t hear them or didn’t care. He rushed next to Hector, stabbed his own chunk of lizard meat on his spear, and stuck it deep into the flames.

      “You’re going to ruin it if you do it that way,” said Hector.

      Wallace grumbled and pulled his spear back a little bit, knowing he had to let the heat get deep enough into the meat so it would be safe to eat. He rocked back and forth where he sat, brimming with excitement. Victoria rolled her eyes and handed out chunks of lizard meat to the others.

      “Do you still have the sticks you left with?” I asked.

      Raulnikov equipped his without hesitation.

      “Good. Use your stone hatchets to sharpen them,” I told him. Then I took out my own chunk of meat and joined the rest at the bonfire. Raulnikov and his men hurriedly sharpened their sticks. Richard joined them and set himself to the task.

      “Hold this for a minute,” I said, and passed my cooking spear to Victoria. She held it while I walked over and handed Richard a chunk of lizard meat.

      “We’ll do our best to get along,” I stated.

      He scowled and reached for the meat, but I pulled it back.

      “Yes,” he said dryly. “Thank you for rescuing us.” His condescending tone was not lost on Raulnikov, who shook his head in disappointment.

      I handed Richard the meat and went back to sit by Victoria. I would have preferred to let Richard starve. I’d given him so many chances, and he’d betrayed me at every turn. I knew it was fruitless to try to build trust with him, but it was a good show of leadership for the newcomers.

      I went back to the fire, and in a few minutes the others joined us in a full circle around the firepit. We felt like a real party, with the exception of Richard.

      Hector and Wallace’s meat finished first, and they ate it smoking hot from their sticks. Lizard grease and fatty juices ran down their chins, as they tore into it without a care in the world.

      Victoria and I laughed at their wolfish appetite. Hector didn’t appear to hear, while Wallace kicked me in the shin. He gulped down a mouthful of the meat and grinned like a maniac.

      We were settling in well. Spirits were high and food was plentiful. I ate a good portion of my lizard meat and was going to throw the rest into the fire, but Hector shook his head. I passed him my spear and he wolfed down the rest of it. One by one we cracked open coconuts and drank, washing down the last of the meal. The sun was near setting, and that meant we had to prepare for an attack on camp.
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      With four new allies in camp, three of them being party members, the range of strategical options was greater than ever before. Hopefully it meant that we would hold off the next attack with ease.

      I went over to Raulnikov. He had put away his newly fashioned spear and was staring into the flames, lost in thought. “It’s time to get ready,” I said. “We should go over what’s in our inventories. Do you have any items that you think could be useful for building defenses?”

      “I have rope,” he answered, and handed it to me. It was a good length, thin and strong.

      “We’ll use it for strapping armor,” I told him.

      “I’m afraid I don’t have anything else of use,” Raulnikov said. “I do have this old barrel lid,” he said jokingly. He held it out for me to see.

      It was just as he said: round, weathered, made of wood.

      “It will make a fine enough buckler for us.”

      “Yes, of course,” he replied, somewhat surprised.

      “We scrape together what we can,” said Wallace. He took two lizard bones from his inventory and set about tying them on his forearms. “That’s how we made all of these items. We should go down in the morning and see if anything else has washed up on the beach.”

      “Good call,” I said. “We’ll try to remember once the night is through.”

      “I wouldn’t mind stretching my legs,” said Richard, speaking up for the first time.

      I rolled my eyes, knowing he would take anything valuable for himself.

      “Good,” said Raulnikov. Richard was his first mate, and he trusted Richard in a way that I never could. I did have a tidbit of information from Victoria: she had spotted Richard sneaking into Raulnikov’s cabin. But it was a delicate topic, and it didn’t seem the right time to bring it up.

      “We should make ourselves useful,” the captain continued. He suddenly jumped to his feet, feeling ashamed. “You’ve been most generous. We’re a party, after all. Let us do our part. My men and I will go down and bring back what we can find.”

      I nodded, feeling much better about the situation now that I knew it wouldn’t be Richard alone. Raulnikov, for all I could tell, was fundamentally honest, and he wasn’t stupid in the way Richard was. Even if he found something he wanted to keep, he understood that the priority was surviving day by day. It was also fortunate because I did not particularly want his input on my strategical decisions. Not because I had a plan that went against his interest, but because I didn’t trust him to know what he was talking about—and, as with the dungeon and our plan to cross the mountains, his fears might get the better of him and complicate things.

      I decided that it would be easier to create a strategy and fill their talent slots before they returned. It would be harder for them to dispute anything that way, especially Richard, who could rebel at the slightest possible provocation and drag Raulnikov along with him.

      When they were down the hill, I called over Wallace, Hector, and Victoria. “Thoughts on the new party members?”

      Victoria shrugged. “Brave, but stupid.”

      “I like them,” said Wallace. “I think it will be all right. We just won’t throw them into the thick of it right away, especially the two young ones.”

      “They might be more trouble than they’re worth,” said Hector frankly, “but I suppose they will be useful in a fight, as long as they follow orders.”

      “That’s right,” said Victoria, following Hector’s thought. “They could compromise our tactics. We have a good thing going on. Say there were seven or eight of us when we had gone to find water. We wouldn’t have all fit in the dolmen. A larger party is not always a good thing.”

      “I agree,” I said. “We’re less versatile than we were. My concern is that we won’t be able to use bottlenecks like we did before, and we also lack quality protective gear for everyone. I think we’ll see heavy losses if we fight out in the open.”

      “Well, we can’t just use them as fodder,” said Wallace. “Come on, battle master. There must be some way that we can work them into our plans. Three more weapons, three more sets of arms. Surely that’s an overall bonus. That’s why you want them to go back to the dungeon, right?”

      “Of course. I want to keep them in the party, and I do want them to fight with us. We’ll have to test them and make sure they know how to work in with our fighting style.”

      “Right,” said Wallace. “We’ll teach them how to fight with us as a unit.”

      “We should definitely do that,” said Hector. “I don’t want any of them getting hit by the backswing of my club.”

      “There’s no time for that now,” I reminded them. “I’m dog-tired, and I expect the rest of you are too. We need to rest up before the attack tonight—if the attack comes.”

      “I think they’ll come,” said Hector solemnly. “We didn’t clear the dungeon, and if our theory is true about the orcs coming from the other side of the mountain range, then the boss could have easily called for reinforcements. I expect a large number of them will be coming this way.”

      “They can’t be pleased about us killing their lizard stock and a good number of their warriors,” said Wallace.

      I smiled, glad no one felt guilty about the blood we’d spilt. A party of hard-nosed killers was exactly what I wanted. We were doing what needed to be done against enemies that wished us dead or worse. Hopefully Raulnikov and his crew would take the same stance.

      “I can slot them all talents right now,” I said, “but I’m going to wait until we come up with an overall strategy, if you’ll help me.”

      “Aye,” said Hector.

      “Specifically, a plan for tonight,” I continued. “This could be a good exercise for us. Hector, I want you to stay back unless absolutely necessary. We can’t afford to make your injury even worse. Besides, with eight of us in total, it shouldn’t be necessary.”

      I took out the rope and barrel lid that Raulnikov had given me. “We can make a buckler with this,” I said. “I think the metal bands we picked up might help.”

      “Speaking of that, you should let your wound air out,” said Wallace.

      I removed the bandaging that Hector had applied. Blood immediately ran down my arm, but it was only a trickle. The wound had done well to heal, despite all the running and fighting that had gone on.

      “I found these on the way back,” said Hector. He opened his hand and showed the plant matter that he’d first used to keep me alive on the beach. He applied the mixture to my cut, and it blocked up the trickle of blood. I stretched my shoulder and carefully bent my arm. It felt good not to have to keep it cradled next to my ribs anymore.

      “Wallace, will you take the materials and see about a shield?” I asked. “I can’t quite picture how to assemble a buckler.”

      “Leave it to me,” Wallace replied, and he took the materials into his inventory. His spirit had recovered since getting a belly full of lizard meat.

      “Leaving out Hector puts us at seven,” said Victoria. “I think we can use the same strategy as last time. The barricade is still here. With more people, we can make a tighter line of defense.”

      I nodded. “Not much has to change, but we will have more people to protect us from a flank. We can assume it will be a raiding force of orcs and lizards, and maybe a shaman. I’ll take position on one of the steps inside the palisade wall, to try and stab one over the side. Hector can do the same. He’s injured, but he can play that role well enough, and then retreat back when the fighting starts.”

      “I can do the same as you did in the dungeon,” Hector replied. “I’ll take the back line with a spear and have more weapons ready. I still have the eggs to throw as well. It only takes one clean hit.”

      “Oh, that’s good,” said Victoria with a wicked grin. “You can stay up on a step and lob eggs at them when they funnel through the gap.”

      “That should work,” I said, and surveyed our defenses.

      The trap by the front gate had been covered again, and the anvil still blocked off one of the palisade gaps. The only gap left, the one we had come in by, was the one that had been smashed open by the python. The broken pieces of wood lay scattered over the ground.

      “At least we know where they will attack,” said Victoria, following my gaze.

      “We’ll use Mist again and position the barricade just like before,” I told her. “Three of us on either side of the barricade, Hector on top throwing eggs, and someone watching the main gate in case a beast gets over the trap.”

      I visualized the battle happening in my mind and paced across the camp. “We’ll hold our line here,” I said, drawing a line in the dirt with my spear. “As soon as Hector calls that they’re rushing through the gap, we’ll release a volley of our spare weapons. It will be hard for them to dodge and also stagger their advance.”

      “And what if something comes in another way?” Hector asked. “We need a contingency plan.”

      I thought about it for a minute. “If that happens, two of us will peel off from the frontline and join whoever is watching the gate. That means two battlefronts, but we have enough bodies to split our ranks.”

      “Finally,” said Hector.

      “Yes, finally,” I replied with a grin. “You might be able to take it easy for once.”
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      Victoria walked to one of the broken pieces of palisade. It had been thoroughly split and was beyond repair. “We could make more sharpened stakes out of these,” she said.

      “Yes,” I agreed. “And then each of the three spearmen will have a spike on either side of them.”

      “Leave that to me,” said Hector. He stood up and went to Victoria, who lifted up the broken piece of wood for him to take.

      Hector easily carried it with his good arm and sat on one of the steps. There he held the piece of wood between his legs and began whittling it into a spike with his stone hatchet.

      Wallace came over with the barrel lid. He had driven the two spare nails through each end of one of the metal bands and out the other side of the wood. There were two short spikes on the face of the buckler, and on the inside the metal band was secured in place, to be gripped firmly by a hand.

      “It’s not very strong,” he admitted, turning the buckler for us to inspect. “You can’t brace it with your arm like a full shield, but it can be held out front to deflect a projectile or weak attack.”

      “That’s exactly right,” said Victoria. “It’s meant to actively parry an attack. I like how you rounded the metal band. May I give it a try?”

      Wallace handed her the buckler, and she took it up. The metal band had been bent into a pleasing concave shape, allowing Victoria’s palm to wrap around smooth metal instead of a hard edge. She swung it through the air, and the metal band held without a wobble.

      “It’s light,” she said. “I don’t know how many blows it can withstand, but at least one.”

      “Good work, Wallace,” I said.

      “I only wish I could make more,” he replied. “Preparing for battle helps keep my mind off, well, you know...”

      “Dying?” Hector asked dryly.

      “I guess so. Everything was so desperate up until now that I hadn’t thought about it much. Even though we’ve escaped death so many times.”

      “Not escaped,” I said, quickly correcting him. “We fought and won. That’s a different thing.”

      Wallace shrugged. “For some reason, taking on these new party members makes me feel less secure.”

      “Don’t worry,” I told him, “we’re not going to take unnecessary risks. Besides, you heard Raulnikov. He’s likely not going to come with us to the dungeon. Even if he did, I don’t see how it could be riskier than our blitz attack.”

      Wallace laughed. “Yeah, let’s try not to do that again.”

      “No, it was brilliant,” said Victoria. “It took a lot of balls, but it was brilliant. We can’t always play the defender’s game.”

      Wallace sighed. “Stakes, is it?”

      “That’s the idea,” I replied. “Four in total to go on either side of the barricade, with spear men between them. Will you give a hand in making them?”

      Wallace saluted and went off to pick up another broken piece of the palisade.

      “What was that?” Victoria asked, commentating on Wallace’s odd behavior.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “He’s a little stir-crazy, that’s all. Now that we’re back in camp, fed and rested, his mind can wander. You don’t need to worry about him. It’s the others I want to keep an eye on.”

      “Richard,” said Victoria.

      “That’s right. Remember what I told you before he left with his group?”

      “Yeah, to keep an eye on him. I haven’t forgotten. I know a snake when I see one.”

      I smiled at that. “Good. You must’ve noticed how silent he’s been. I’m sure he’s up to something.”

      “We’ll sleep in watches from now on,” she said.

      “I could hear you, by the way,” said Wallace from where he sat against the palisade, sharpening one of the splintered pieces of wood. “There’s nothing wrong with me, but you’re damn right. I’m getting stir-crazy. When midnight comes, I’ll take first watch.”

      “Second,” Victoria called.

      “Third,” said Hector.

      I laughed. “All right, the last is mine.”

      “I know I could sleep,” said Victoria. “It seems like we never get enough these days.”

      “There’s no time for it,” Hector grumbled. “It’s always been one thing after another.”

      “You’re right,” I said. “It’s been too much.”

      “My hamstrings feel tight as piano strings,” said Wallace. “I’m not sure if I can stretch them anymore.”

      “We’ll take a break and train Raulnikov and his men just like you said. We have the sea to wash in, and as much water and meat as we need.”

      “It almost sounds like a vacation,” said Wallace.

      “Well, I may have spoken too quickly,” I said. “We’ll have to see what tonight’s attack looks like.”

      “Do you think the raiding party would have been a tougher fight than Rasklis?” Victoria asked.

      I shrugged. “Probably not, but I don’t know. There was a good number of them, and they had a shaman. It’s hard to say.”

      “I’ll take a bloody python over a shaman any day,” said Hector. “He had too much frontline for cover. It was our luck that we had the eggs, and that he went on the path to cast a talent.”

      “The problem,” said Victoria, “is that we don’t know how many of them there are. It seems like we’re chipping away their forces, but what we’ve killed could be a drop in the bucket.”

      I nodded. “That’s true. But it still takes time to relay information, gather fresh warriors, and send them off in our direction. We may have bought ourselves a reprieve.”

      We heard Raulnikov and his gang before we saw them. “Come on, men! Just a bit further and we’ll have it. That’s it—put your backs into it.”

      I went to the gap in the palisade to see what was going on. Raulnikov and the three others pulled a large piece of flat wood up the hill and into the camp. We moved aside to give them the space to get through, and they set it down next to the firepit. Everyone except Raulnikov collapsed, heaving in air.

      “I thought it could stop up the gap,” he explained. “A dinghy washed up on the beach. Parts of it, anyway. This must’ve been the bottom.” He tapped his boot against the wood.

      “Excellent find,” I said. “Thank you all for bringing it up. Was anything else down there?”

      Raulnikov shook his head. “Only the dinghy. We took it apart as best we could. Here are some nails.” He passed them to me, and I gave them to Wallace.

      “Wallace is an engineer,” I told Raulnikov. “Most of the defenses here were made by him.”

      “Except the spiked barricade,” said Hector. “Victoria made that one.”

      I nodded. “True enough. Victoria, do you still have the buckler?” She took it from her inventory and handed it to me, knowing what I was going to do.

      “This is for you,” I said, and I gave the buckler to Raulnikov. “Wallace made your barrel lid into a small shield. We thought it was right for you to have it. You provided the material, after all.”

      Raulnikov dipped his head. “You have my thanks. I’ll use it well.”

      “Don’t rely on it too much,” said Wallace. “It’s sturdy, but the wood is what it is. It wasn’t meant to be a shield. I wouldn’t be surprised if it broke on you in the middle of battle. If that happens, just drop it. You’re better off not having it weighing you down.”

      “And it will last longer if you parry with it,” I added.

      Raulnikov scratched his beard. “How do you mean?”

      I equipped my hardwood baton. “We’ll practice.” I slouched like an orc warrior and launched a swift attack. Raulnikov was caught by surprise, and I pulled the strike so it only softly tapped his chest.

      “Again,” I said.

      Raulnikov nodded and took up a fighting stance. We circled each other next to the firepit. I feinted for his leg, and he dipped down with the buckler. At that moment I changed direction and jabbed for his neck. The old captain spun to the side and evaded the attack. But he hadn’t been able to move fast enough to parry with the buckler.

      Our mock fight continued. Off to the side, Hector finished the stake he was working on and took up another, whittling proficiently while he watched us spar. Raulnikov launched an attack of his own, but as he was using a stone cudgel, he went for a safer strike that was sure not to damage me, and I easily sidestepped it. He teased another strike, but I didn’t take the bluff and held my position. Then he turned his body, balanced on the ball of a foot, and landed a wheel kick on my arm. I staggered to the side and lashed back with my wooden baton. That attack was predictable, and Raulnikov cleanly intercepted it with the buckler.

      “Ah!” I yelped, dropping my baton.

      Raulnikov dropped his fighting pose right away. “What is it? Are you all right?”

      “Ashes, that was a good parry,” I said, massaging my bruised fingers. “The edge of the buckler hit right on my knuckles.”

      “Lucky it wasn’t the spikes,” said Hector.

      “I forgot about those,” I admitted sheepishly.

      “They don’t stick out far,” Raulnikov said. “Would’ve been a scratch, that’s all.”

      I kept my thoughts of tendinitis to myself and rubbed my fingers. “That’s the right move,” I told Raulnikov. “Congratulations. You know how to use a buckler better than any of us now. Make good use of it.”

      Raulnikov nodded. “We could use more of this mock fighting, if you have the energy to spare.”

      “Tomorrow, on the beach,” I said. “I thought it would be good for us to practice fighting together. But we need to rest up tonight.”

      I explained the strategy we came up with while they were scavenging. Raulnikov followed along, not saying a word until the very end. “You’ve thought that through,” he said, thoughtfully twisting one of the braids in his beard with two fingers. “It’s a better plan than I would’ve come up with. Now, what do you want to do with this bloody piece of wood that we dragged up? Is it good for anything?”

      “Oh, definitely,” said Wallace. “It will be a pleasure to work with something of that size. We could make shields or a moveable barricade. Give me time to think about it.”

      We hadn’t gotten around to discussing the talent options for Raulnikov and the other others. Now I was in the position to decide, and I didn’t know if I should consult them or not. I guessed that Richard would raise some grave concern with the choice.

      “The four of us scheduled a watch,” I told Raulnikov and his crew. “As we said, we expect the enemy to attack between midnight and dawn. After the stakes are in the ground, we’ll have done as much as we can. All that’s left will be to hold them off. I hope you fight as well tonight as you did in the dungeon. Oh, and one last thing. When I cast a talent on you, do your best to use it efficiently. Most of them can be used once per battle.”

      With that, I took my rest against the palisade. I pulled the brim of the hat low over my face and put my hands behind my head. I had little knowledge of the new party members’ fighting conditions, which meant Stamina Boost was a must, along with Minor Heal. For the last two slots, I had the option of Frenzy, Charge, and War Cry.

      That was the first time I asked myself if talents had a stacking effect. For example, would four War Cry talents used at the same time have four times the effect of one? It seemed a bit overpowered, but I didn’t rule it out.

      I overheard Victoria telling the new party members how to fire-harden their spear tips, and then explain to them the best way to hold them in a defensive position. Hector went over, as well, and told them about the jungle lizard attack patterns.

      I smiled, glad that they were fulfilling their role as party veterans. The small details of combat experience had slipped my mind. I had a tendency to view combat on a macro level, but the gritty details of hand-to-hand combat were just as important.

      I chose Frenzy over Charge for the three new party members. My reasoning was that it took a certain amount of battle acumen to be able to rush an enemy with confidence and aim a decisive blow, and I wasn’t sure they had it yet. But with Frenzy, they could wear themselves out, and then I could back them up with Stamina Boost. It was also better for holding a stable frontline. As far as my observations went, although Frenzy read as an attack speed bonus, it really applied to all actions with a weapon. That meant that parrying, or any defensive motion, would also benefit from speed increase.

      With the decision made, I lay down for as long a rest as the night would allow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The moon was out in full when Hector shook me awake. “It’s your watch,” he said softly. “No sign of anything yet.” With that, he took his place resting against the palisade wall.

      I put my hat into my inventory and equipped my spear. A look around the camp showed everyone, including Richard, to be asleep. I went up to the highest step and looked out over the palisade. The ground was awash in silver light. It was a much more pleasant illumination than what the blue flames inside the dungeon had provided, and it made the night bright enough for me to see the beach and, with my spyglass, the edge of the jungle.

      It was all familiar territory. Looking out over the trees with my spyglass, I knew which way led to the coconut grove and the dolmen, where we had exited from the river, and the dungeon entrance against the side of the mountains, which was so far away that it seemed impossible that we had walked back less than twenty-four hours ago.

      I took out my hatchet and cracked a coconut, then sat with my legs dangling over the side of the step as I washed away the dryness in my throat that had built up during sleep.

      I tried to imagine how Echo survived the jungle, and I simply couldn’t. But maybe my assumptions were wrong, and people entered Valheim at different points—maybe randomly, and I had the worst draw of the lot.

      I’d lost track of how much time had passed since I’d entered Valheim, but I was back in the same position I had been in on the first day. No advancement. At least not in terms of where I actually was in this new world. I still knew very little about it.

      Stay the course, I told myself. The plan is solid. Slow and steady, one step at a time.

      First, we had secured allies, and then a water supply. We had made weapons, and the rest followed from there. We would continue to mitigate risk and move forward as well as we could. The next day would be for rest, just as I had promised. Then we would see about clearing the dungeon. Anything beyond that remained a mystery. It all depended on whether or not we could get through the mountains, and what lay on the other side. If it was a whole orc civilization, and they had made us sworn enemies, we would have to look for a different way to escape the jungle.

      I’d done my best to convince Raulnikov to go back to the dungeon. But what he said about the Queen’s Trading Company searching for him had me double-guessing. At the very least, we could cut down trees and use them to write out a message on the sand, for any ships that might pass by.

      It was difficult to keep track of everything I wanted to do. I was used to taking notes on my phone, and all I had was the journal left behind in the camp, and whatever I could use to scratch in it with.

      I ran my hands over my face and sighed. I had managed well so far, but I was starting to burn out. The extra party members were a boon, but also an additional complexity. My mind had been focused on so many other things, and now I had to backtrack and reevaluate the way our party functioned. The dark part of me wished that we had never found them in the dungeon, and that we had cleared the boss room instead of wasting our time on Tuk’Mout.

      I let these thoughts run through my mind, knowing it was only a passing emotion. I had been tested in so many different ways since arriving on the beach. This was yet another. But there was a plan in place, and I took solace in that. We would make it through the night, and in the morning, we would train by the beach and build ourselves into a unit capable of fighting anything the jungle had to offer, dungeon included. Then I wouldn’t be so sore about additional complications, or the fact that Richard surely plotted to stab me in the back.

      Yes, it would be training tomorrow, and perhaps a jaunt to the jungle to cut down wood for more stakes and beach signage.

      I kept my gaze focused on the edge of the jungle where giant trees met long grass. That was where Rasklis had slithered, entirely hidden until it reached the palisade. I didn’t want a repeat of that situation. I used my spyglass and watched for ripples in the grass and the hunched shape of a slinking amu. We had only seen a couple of the jungle cats, but there were sure to be more.

      In time my vigilance waned, and I turned to thinking about Echo again. What did I know about her? She was the captain of Fury Five, what some might call the best esports team on the planet. But she was a novice in the types of games I once competed in. Her strategical mind was better suited to the control of a singular character, rather than armies.

      I struggled to recall the class options from back when I had selected mine. Alchemist, demonologist, elementalist, druid, and perhaps monk would have been up for her consideration. Being the captain of a multi-million-dollar prize-winning team, she undoubtedly had high leadership skills. For all I knew, she led a party similar to mine at this very moment on the other side of the Valheim.

      But for what purpose? I asked myself.

      That was the true mystery that I needed to solve. The symbols picked up by the relay translated to ‘eight heavens.’ Were the eight heavens places I had to conquer, titles I had to win, or something else entirely? I needed to find someone both knowledgeable in the arcane and trustworthy enough to keep my origin a secret. That was a long path indeed. Years away, judging by the pace of my current progression.

      I continued to brood until the sun came up and Victoria, first to wake, relieved me of my watch.

      “Rest,” she said. “I’ll start breakfast while the others sleep.”

      I nodded and came down from my perch.

      “Did you see anything?” she asked.

      “Nothing. I suppose all that worry was overkill.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. It rarely is, in this place. Especially when we’ve been attacked every night.”

      “You’re right, of course. But today we’ll relax, just like we all agreed on.”

      Victoria smiled. “That’s exactly what we need. Say, we might be able to catch seafood. I thought I saw a fish yesterday.”

      I settled down to rest my weary eyes as much as I could before the others got up and the camp bustled with activity.

      The wound on my arm had healed considerably overnight. I gently removed the wad of herbs and plant matter that Hector had stuck on it, and I found the beginnings of a scab. Counting myself lucky, I pulled down the brim of my hat to shield my eyes from the rising sun and drifted into unconsciousness.

      “Paul, wake up. They’re coming.” Wallace stood over me, shaking me with both hands and staring with an expression somewhere between hope and panic.

      I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and slowly got to my feet. “Who’s coming?”

      “Orcs. They must have marched through the night. They’re almost at the hill.”
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      Victoria was already on the top step when I arrived. She moved aside, and I joined her to look over the palisade. A band of orcs and lizards was emerging from the jungle, and the first of them had already reached the base of the hill. To our benefit, they moved slowly and cautiously, perhaps not accustomed to fighting in the light of the sun.

      My mind burst into full wakefulness. I scanned the camp and noted that the spiked barricade and stakes put in place the night before remained in proper position, ready to make a bottleneck for when the enemies came in through the gap.

      It seemed we were all ready to take the fight. Then I heard Raulnikov.

      “Caleb,” he shouted at the top of his lungs over the side of the palisade, on the step opposite mine. He cupped both hands around his mouth and shouted the crew member’s name a second time.

      “Caleb’s on the beach,” said Wallace, his face pale. “We can’t get to him in time.”

      “Ashes,” I swore. Raulnikov should have kept his mouth shut, but it was too late. He had already drawn the orcs’ attention.

      I opened my spyglass and focused it on the orcs who had taken the lead. They looked at Raulnikov, then turned to the direction he was shouting. One of them spotted Caleb and made a violent gesture with his hand. He made a guttural call and the lizards took off, hips swaying side to side as they ran low to the ground. They weren’t going to send warriors and break up their raiding band. Not when Caleb was alone. The lizards would do the grizzly work and get a meal out of it.

      It was Caleb’s good luck that he was within earshot of the camp. He turned and looked at where Raulnikov waved and yelled on top of the palisade. I focused my spyglass on him and watched his expression turn from carefree to horrified. But he didn’t hesitate. Once he got over the initial surprise, he set his mouth in a hard line and launched himself into a hard sprint for the camp.

      The lizards corrected their course, curving to the left as Caleb exited the beach and his feet found the grass at the base of the hill. He had to outrun the lizards, and by a lot, not just a little.

      “It’s no good,” I muttered. I cupped my hands around my mouth as Raulnikov had done and shouted at Caleb. “Go for the gate! Jump across! Hector, get down to the gate and grab him when he jumps.”

      “What if he falls into the spikes?” Wallace asked, panicked.

      “It’s his only chance.”

      Hector nodded, but just as we arranged the plan, the lizards noticed Caleb’s change of course. Instead of continuing straight at him, they moved up the hill and settled into a line, blocking his entrance to both the gate and the gap in the palisade. Caleb would have to either run around the perimeter of the camp, all the way until he reached the gap from the other side—a bad option, as he would then have to face the orcs—or attempt to pass through the gauntlet of lizards waiting for him.

      “He’s blocked off,” said Wallace. “We need to do something to help him.”

      “Get down, Raulnikov,” I said. “Hector, get up there and throw eggs at the lizards. We’re not going to lose anyone today. Everyone else, take position by the stakes. Victoria, you know what to do.”

      An egg materialized in Hector’s palm. He sent it arcing through the air, and it landed right on top of one of the lizards. The weight of it didn’t break the lizard’s spine, but the beast screeched and swirled, hissing at Hector. The next egg was already in the air, and the lizard dodged to the side to avoid being struck again by a forty-pound projectile. The rest of the lizards wagged their tails and shifted into position. Caleb sprinted straight at them, his only hope being a flying leap over their heads.

      I realized it wasn’t going to be enough.

      “Keep running!” I shouted.

      Caleb put his head down and ran as well as he could at the lizards. He was young and lithe and moved quickly over the grass, but I knew how fast the lizards could leap. They would catch him by an ankle or arm when he tried to leap over their heads or dodge past, and drag him down.

      I didn’t have time to do anything smart, so I did something stupid and put one hand on top of the palisade, jumped and launched myself over the side. I hit the dirt, rolled, hopped to my feet, and immediately equipped my spiked club.

      Caleb saw me but thankfully did not hesitate in his sprint. His mind was quick, and he equipped a weapon. I hurled my spiked club at the lizards nearest to the palisade wall, and he did the same. Both weapons struck the beast at the same time, and it decided to turn with a snarl to face me. Caleb leaped over its head and landed on the other side. But the other lizards were swift to respond, and they circled around to flank us and pin us against the palisade. They fanned out, fully blocking a retreat, and moved in for the kill.

      Caleb and I equipped new weapons. “We’ll take down as many as we can,” I said coldly. “Fight until your last breath.”

      The end of a rope touched my shoulder. “Grab on!” Wallace shouted. He and Hector held the rope from the other end. It felt right for Caleb to go first. I put the rope in his hands, and as soon as he tightened his grip, he was jerked up into the air by our two party members. The lizards rushed forward, and as Caleb was still being pulled up, I grabbed onto the tail end of the rope dangling below him.

      There was a great shout from inside the camp, and we stalled on the outside of the wall. Then there was a surge of strength and we were jerked up. My hip bounced painfully off a wooden post, but I kept my eyes on the lizards and tucked my knees to my chest in time to evade a snapping leap. Seconds later, I was up and over the palisade and ready to hold off the main attack.

      “They made a big mistake coming here,” I told my party. “Take your places, be ready to use your talents. There are six orc warriors. No shaman that I could see. This is a straightforward fight. Don’t let them flank you. We’ve held this camp three times before and we nearly wiped out their dungeon. The orcs that we’ve killed litter the ground. Their only chance is for us to slip up. That won’t happen. We’ll stick to our plan and bury them here.”

      

      Raulnikov and Darren clapped Caleb on the back and jostled his hair. Victoria smiled, and I could see in everyone’s faces—even Richard’s—the great joy at having wrested Caleb back from the jaws of death. Morale was high, and it struck me as a good time to start a war chant. We had never started one before, but now there were enough voices that the momentum could build on itself like a choir, to keep our spirits high and the enemy’s low.

      “Slay.” I started slow, then increased the chant in speed in volume. “Slay. Slay. Slay.”

      The others joined in.

      “Slay. Slay. Slay.” The chant became deeper and louder, rhythmically growing.

      “Scream as loud as you can when they enter the gap, so they know they’ve seen the devil itself.”

      The energy was intense. All the momentum from our victory of saving Caleb was channeled into the chant. Each of us had a position, and there was a feeling that nothing could take us down, so long as we were defending what was ours.

      Darren howled, unable to hold back the energy brimming inside of him. He swayed back and forth on his legs, holding his spear tip high. Raulnikov was next to him on the other side of a stake, holding his buckler in one hand and his spear in the other. Wallace and Caleb held their ground on the other side of the spiked barricade, while Victoria, Richard, and I waited in the middle of the camp and kept an eye on the trap by the front gate. Hector stood tall atop a step, towering over the palisade. He roared and threw an egg like a baseball pitcher.

      A horrible crack sounded from down on the hill. None of us could see what happened, but it was a sure guess that Hector’s aim had been true, and he’d crushed an orc’s skull. I shouted in triumph, and the rest of the party did the same.

      Hector threw and threw. The minutes dragged on.

      “How many do you think he’s killed?” Victoria asked.

      “Not enough,” I said. I cast Stamina Boost on Hector and then, after a few seconds of thought, followed it up with Frenzy.

      Another crack rang out, closer than the last. With so many enemies advancing up the hill, it was easy for each egg to find a target.

      The raiding band’s advance had been staggered, and the lizards rushed through the gap first. We all screamed like Valkyries when we saw them. The lizards flinched, hesitated, and then continued. But they had lost a good amount of momentum, and when they hit the line of stakes and spearmen, they were easily held back.

      Darren took a step forward from his position, breaking the defensive line to jab once more against a retreating lizard.

      “Hold position!” I shouted. “Get back in line.”

      “Boy!” Raulnikov snapped at the young sailor.

      Darren followed orders and retreated to his place between the stakes. He rested his weight properly on his front leg and held his spear with the tip pointing up as we had taught him, ready to stab at a leaping lizard’s throat or stomach.

      Three of the four lizards bled from open wounds. The fourth snapped and snarled at Raulnikov, and then jumped in to bite his leg. Darren turned to his right and stabbed past the stake, into the lizard’s side through a chink in its scales. The lizard thrashed backwards and pulled the spear from Darren’s hands, who quickly equipped a stone hatchet, leaving the spear deeply lodged in the lizard.

      Up on his step, Hector dipped to the side and dodged a spear that flew past him and landed point-first in the middle of the camp.

      “Get down to the lower step,” I ordered. “We can’t risk another injury.”

      He did that, but from there he could not throw over the palisade wall. And so he waited with an egg in the palm of his hand for the orcs to show themselves in the palisade gap.

      Four orcs ran into view and yelled a war cry of their own. I roared back and my party members did the same. One of the orcs limped forward on a crippled leg, and the three others moved ahead. I judged it an easy win, and a good opportunity to test my hypothesis about War Cry stacking its effect.

      I cast War Cry on everyone who had the ability, and they roared, spending the talent at the same time. The orcs reared back in shock. One fell over and scrambled away on all fours like a whipped dog. The rest froze, deciding between fight or flight, and then took off for the palisade gap.

      
        
        Medium Battle Victory!

        Congratulations, Battle Master!

        You have reached E-rank Level 7

      

        

      
        0/8 Battle points to your next level

      

      

      “Don’t let them get away!” Victoria cried.

      Hector went back to the highest step and threw an egg.

      Raulnikov, Wallace, Caleb, and Darren rushed out the gap. They hurled spears, cudgels. and hatchets at the fleeing orcs. I was right behind them and watched the weapons knock the orcs to the ground. My party members beat on them mercilessly until they were dead—gruesome vengeance for what they had done to the captain and his crew.
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      Caleb screamed at the dead bodies until his voice went hoarse, a berserker rage building inside of him. I would have to watch for that with him and Darren. They fought well, but still with less emotional control than I would have liked. I didn’t want them starting a trend where they acted on impulse instead of following orders. That would only get them killed, if not all of us.

      We looted the bodies, taking the standard items from the lizards and orcs. Caleb walked back up the hill to my position and put a hand on both my shoulders. “You saved my life. I’ll never be able to repay you.”

      I grinned and patted him on the back. “You’ll save mine one day. That’s what it means to be in a party. We’re all brothers here.”

      “Did you see the way they ran?” Raulnikov laughed. “The bloody orcs came all this way to attack us.”

      “Marched through the night,” said Hector.

      Raulnikov grinned. “We had their number. Any more of this and you’ll be turning my sailors into soldiers.”

      I followed his gaze to Caleb and Darren. The two young men gestured at the terrain as they recounted the details of the battle. Their backs were straight, faces bright in the sun.

      “I can’t say I’ve ever seen them so happy before,” said Raulnikov.

      “Or so close to death,” I added softly.

      “Aye, that too. But I can’t deny I’ve never felt so alive in my life, or tasted an air so sweet.”

      “Did you never fight pirates?”

      “Pirates?” Raulnikov goggled at me. “You are a strange one. No, the Queen’s navy is strong. You’d have to go all the way to Lakadon for that kind of action. I’m a captain and navigator. I suppose I have a saber somewhere on ship. It’s my captain’s duty to bear arms, but I’ve never had to use it.”

      “I hope that counted as a full battle,” Victoria said, coming over to join us.

      “Oh, it was,” I said, confirming for her. “I’m level seven now.”

      “So, that’s how battle masters rank up,” said Raulnikov. “Not the easiest experience points to gain, I reckon.”

      “No? How does it work for you, captain?”

      “Sailing, navigating through storms, keeping up crew morale, and finishing a mission successfully. The standard merchant way.”

      “That all sounds like what I did today,” I replied.

      Raulnikov had to think about that for a moment. “You’re clever,” he concluded. “You remind me of the guild master. He’s always in his library books. I suppose your family sent you to school. How did you come by your class?”

      I tapped my head and shrugged.

      “Oh, yes. Your memory. Well, do tell me if you ever remember. Our meeting is a story I’ll tell my grandchildren.”

      “We’re making breakfast,” Darren called from up the hill.

      The rest of us returned to camp, and it was roasted lizard meat for breakfast with coconut water to wash it down. We settled a way back from the firepit, and there we ate with meat juice running down our face, biting the sizzling meat from our spears one mouthful at a time.

      “Do you think they’ll come again?” Raulnikov asked. “You said they attack every night.”

      “That was the pattern,” I replied. “I think they were delayed this time because we wiped out most of the dungeon. They prefer to attack in the cover of dark.”

      “They probably sent a report up the chain of command,” said Wallace.

      I turned to Raulnikov. “To answer your question, we don’t know. We’ve been playing it day by day, trying to make sense out of all of this and discover patterns. It could be that their attacks will ramp up again, but the one today wasn’t as bad as when they brought the D-rank python. I agree with Victoria. I think we can rest easy for today, but we’ll stick together and keep our weapons in our inventories. We’ll spend the day foraging and training.”

      “I’d say the training is half-complete,” said Wallace.

      “Fair enough,” I said. “But I want to practice moving together as a unit. That’s different from taking a stationary position. That’s my best idea for the day, at least. No one has to join who doesn’t want to.”

      We all finished eating and went down to the beach. Hector broke from his solitary nature and took up pace with me. “I haven’t heard word about a new talent. Have you chosen one yet?”

      I shook my head. “No. It’s hard to decide, and I’m weary from battle. I’ll let my mind clear first.” I snapped my fingers. “Say, I almost forgot. Will you help me chop down some branches? I’d like to put a sign on the beach big enough for a passing ship to see, so they might come ashore and investigate. It could be that one will pass while we’re gone.”

      We left the others to swim and fish on the beach and went to the jungle. We got to work on a few branches and, once a pile had been made, Hector carried it to the sand, where we figured we would align them into a symbol or word.

      “Look at the two of you,” said Victoria. “I thought you were injured. Is this how you plan to heal up?”

      “I have one good arm,” said Hector. “May as well use it.”

      “And what are you building?” Victoria asked. “An obstacle course?”

      I laughed. “We’re going to draw something on the sand for a passing ship to see. Only, we’re not sure what to make. What do you think would be best?”

      “Ashes if I know,” said Victoria. “Hey, Raulnikov. Come over here. We need your help.”

      He soon arrived, barefooted and bare-chested, with his shirt thrown over his bald head to protect it from the hot sun. The lines on his tanned face stood out sharply in the daylight. He wiped saltwater from his beard and looked at Victoria questioningly, wondering why she had pulled him away from the waves.

      “What’s the best way to get the attention of a passing ship?” Victoria asked.

      Raulnikov looked at the branches gathered on the white sand and deduced our plan. He rubbed his beard. “There’s no standard distress signal for a situation like this, but I think most anything would do, as long as they think it was made by an ally.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “You’re right. We don’t want anyone to think it’s a trap, like we’re luring them to come to shore.”

      “It’s a risk they would have to take,” said Raulnikov. “Another thing we could do is erect a flagpole in camp and fly a piece of sail from the top. I think Darren has a few scraps of cloth from the shipwreck. That might be easier to spot from a crow’s nest.”

      “I like that,” said Hector. “It should be easy enough, but if there’s any trouble we can ask for the engineer.”

      “So,” I said, turning to Raulnikov. “What should we put on the sand?”

      “We should make it big. A large X would do.”

      We all agreed, and Victoria and Raulnikov joined us laying the branches end to end, far enough up the beach so the tide wouldn’t wash any of it away. The task was done around noon. We had all soaked up enough sun, and we decided to head back to camp for another meal.

      “Any luck fishing?” I asked Caleb.

      He shook his head. “The fish were too fast for us. I did catch a crab though.”

      “That’ll be a fine meal for you,” I said. “Make sure to kill it before you put it to the fire.”

      “I know,” he said quickly. “I’m not a savage.”
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      The second meal of the day finished to our satisfaction. I went up on a step and scanned the edge of the jungle with my spyglass for a time. Victoria took over my watch after a little while, and I went over to Wallace. “Have you thought about what to do with the wood?” I asked and looked at the piece of dinghy that Raulnikov and the others had brought back yesterday.

      “In fact, I have,” he replied. “The problem is that it’s cumbersome. I’m not sure if we’ll want to carry it through the jungle.”

      “It might not be so bad,” I replied. “We can portage it.”

      “Portage?”

      “A bunch of us can carry it at the same time and share the weight over our heads, as it were.”

      “If that’s the case, then maybe it will be useful. The entire piece could be used as a shield above our heads. Remember in the cavern, when we attacked up the plateau? There was an orc in the back who threw a rock at Hector. This morning, another one threw a spear that almost caught him. It’s a huge danger.”

      I had already thought of that, but I didn’t want to dampen his enthusiasm. “It’s a good idea,” I said.

      “We could also break it apart and make a shield,” said Wallace. “But we only have enough nails for one. I would put a metal band here and here on the wood.” He pointed to the spots with his finger. “The hand would go through both loops so that one encompassed the arm near the elbow. The other would be gripped, and that way the whole shield could be braced.”

      “More like a kite shield than a buckler,” I said.

      “I suppose. It won’t be in that shape, but it will be sturdy enough to be used that way.”

      “Very good,” I said. “I’d like to have it ready for the next battle, if that’s possible. We’ll find a use for the rest of the wood. By the way, what do you think of the talents I’ve given you? Are you happy with a frost magic specialization? I’m still deciding how to spend my level seven talent. It would be good to know how you all feel about it before I commit more talent points.”

      “Honestly, I feel like I have the strongest talents of anyone,” Wallace replied. “I wouldn’t be mad at all if you wanted to spend points on the others.”

      I understood what he was saying and was glad to hear it, but it wasn’t an answer to my question. I specifically wanted to know if he was comfortable with frost magic. “The talents I chose for you are unlocking a path that is hard to go back on,” I explained. “If you don’t want to use frost magic, now is the time to tell me. It’s working well in my opinion, but I want your take on it.”

      Wallace pursed his lips and stared at the palisade while he thought about it. “It feels great,” he said with a shrug. “I have utility against pretty much any enemy we face, and the timings work well. At this point I pretty much know where you want me to use a talent, so it’s very comfortable. I think it would work fine if you gave me more frost magic. I don’t have to stay a frontline melee warrior.”

      “Glad to hear it. I’ll keep that in mind and talk to the others. At this point, I really don’t know what I’m going to choose next.”

      Wallace nodded. “It’s a tough call. The talent could make a big difference during a boss fight.” I moved to walk away, but Wallace cleared his throat awkwardly, so I stopped to listen. “I just want you to know how much I appreciate the way you’re handling this. You know, consulting us. Everything’s gone well so far. Way better than I expected. I think that all comes down to you. Whatever happens with these new party members, just know that I have your back.”

      I nodded and looked him in the eye with the seriousness that his words deserved. “Thanks Wallace. That means a lot.” We went our separate ways, and I found Victoria sitting on the side of the hill, gazing out over the open water.

      “I’m getting talent feedback from all the core party members,” I said, sitting down next to her.

      “Ah, so we’re ‘core party members’?” Victoria asked.

      “You know what I mean. So, you’re obviously an assassin. That’s not going to change, and it doesn’t need to. What I want to know is what kind of assassin you want to be. How do you see yourself best performing your role?”

      “I’d rather work alone,” she said.

      “Does that mean more stealth talents? Camouflage 2 is available.”

      “I suppose so. My tool kit is already quite versatile. I think the issue is that I’m often noticed by the enemy, and I can’t get the full impact out of what I already have. Take Weak Strike, for example. It’s hard to combo that in the middle of a battle. It’s helpful if I’m dueling someone, but ideally I could use it after someone is rooted with Icy Breath.”

      “I think those combos are essential for us going forward,” I said. “We haven’t needed them recently, but that will change when we face higher-rank enemies.”

      Victoria clasped her hands. “I’m in full agreement. There will be tough battles ahead. I think we’ll need to use everything we have. But if the enemy tracks where I am, then I’m essentially just another warrior.”

      “Good, we’re completely on the same page,” I said. “I just wanted to check in with you and make sure that was the case. Next time a talent comes around on your end, I’ll make sure to choose one that will give you more freedom in battle.”

      I found Hector cutting down a tree with Raulnikov at the edge of the jungle. They swung back and forth on either side of the trunk, wood chips flying with every strike of their stone hatchets.

      Hector’s reply to my questioning was simple. “I’m a warrior,” he said, and then followed up with a clear explanation of why he was best suited for the role.

      “You’re the crux of our party,” I said. “Heal up fast.” I cast Minor Heal on Hector and Stamina Boost on both of them before leaving for the beach.
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      Darren, Caleb, and Richard were up to their knees in the water, thrusting their spears at fish swimming circles around them. It was getting late into the afternoon, and soon I would corral everyone for a quick training session. I found a piece of sand far enough away for me to be alone and determined not to leave it until I chose a new talent.

      Camouflage 2 was a clear option and one I would eventually have to choose, but that didn’t make it the best current option. The next frost talent for Wallace was Glacial Spike, but he was strong enough as it was, and I wanted to round out the party. That brought me to Hector, who I had not given a new talent since War Cry 2. Lingering Heal and Mountain Lungs would do well to buttress his raw fighting ability and make him stronger at everything he was already good at. But those talents wouldn’t be game changers, and there was also the fact that he could only fight with one arm.

      I wanted more crowd control talents, following the strategy I had started with Icy Breath, War Cry 2, and Soft Touch. Sky Toss would add crowd control utility for Hector. It certainly would have helped against the returning raiding party in the dungeon. But he was injured, so I discounted it from the level seven options.

      The damage Hector had dealt with the eggs in the dungeon, and then defending the camp this morning, had been far beyond anything I expected. The issue was that while Sniper truly struck me as the best talent choice, it was also clear that Hector was a warrior. I held hope that he would return to a frontline position in a week or two. Then I might regret wasting a talent that didn’t fit with his natural attributes. But perhaps I was pigeonholing the half-ogre in a way that was unnecessary. He was tall with long reach and took up a lot of space. He was also strong and had plenty of stamina—all necessary qualities for a tank. But maybe we didn’t have to rely on him for that role anymore.

      We had three new party members. That meant our frontline could instead consist of shield-bearing spearmen. It seemed a better approach than having the enemies put a ton of pressure on Hector, while the rest of us scrambled to kill them before he was overwhelmed. In a rear position, Hector could also aid against a flank attack.

      The more I thought about it, the more I realized that having a frontline of four or five warriors was much more versatile, because it could more easily adapt to any bottleneck, not to mention having a veritable thicket of weapons facing the enemy. Hector would eventually return to a warrior role, but it could be as a berserker, which also fit his physical attributes and hardnosed approach to combat.

      I dwelt on the talent decision for a few more minutes and then chose Sniper: “Temporarily increase ranged accuracy by 50% for 1 minute. Usable every 10 minutes.”

      I removed Charge from Hector’s talent slots and put Sniper in its place. Then I wiped white sand from my pants, stretched my legs out, and set out to tell the others.

      Raulnikov and Hector worked on shaping the tree they had cut down to a size that would allow us to safely lean it against the palisade. I gave Hector the details of Sniper and described his new role as our ranged damage dealer. Hector nodded and gave no sign of disagreement, and back in camp neither Wallace nor Victoria were surprised.

      “It makes perfect sense,” said Wallace. He sat on one of the steps holding the shield he was working on. A pile of wood shavings lay at his feet. “He’s absolutely deadly with those lizard eggs.”

      “I agree,” said Victoria. “It also fills a slot that we’ve been missing. Wallace is our mage, I’m an assassin, and now Hector is our ranger.”

      “That’s it exactly,” I said. I stretched my injured arm, then flexed my hand and curled it into a fist. “And I should have no problem fighting now, so that’s another body on the frontline.”

      “Take it easy while you can,” said Wallace. “You’ll have to bind it again if it starts to bleed.”

      “I don’t plan on getting hit there, if that’s what you mean,” I said. “But in all seriousness, that’s one reason why I won’t take a shield. The pressure of absorbing a blow could be too much for my arm.”

      “You’ll wear armor then,” said Victoria. “There should be enough bone and rope for everyone on the frontline to have a piece.”

      We were all pleased about that, and we carried our good mood with us down to where Hector and Raulnikov chopped at the fallen tree. There we equipped our hatchets and followed their instructions to speed up the task. Many hands made for light work, and the task was completed just in time for Caleb, Darren, and Richard to join us on the hill. We tied a rope around the tree, and all together we pushed and dragged it into camp.

      Wallace thought the point where the palisade met the arched gateway to be the most structurally sound. We tested the weight of the tree against it, ready to ease it off with a rope; and when it passed the test, we used the metal scraps left behind by the artificer to dig out a post hole. Then we discussed what to fly from the top of our newly made flagpole.

      “They mustn’t think we’re mutineers,” said Raulnikov.

      I shrugged. “Even if they did, it would be easy to prove otherwise.”

      “It’s not them ashore that I’m thinking of,” said Raulnikov. “It’s the cannonballs.”

      “Would they go that far?” Wallace asked.

      “Truly? I don’t think so. But different captains have different philosophies, let’s say, on this subject. Some are more eager to attack than others, especially when the mutineers might have loot on them. And they don’t get teary-eyed if they make a mistake.”

      “So, we don’t want to give any justification for attack,” I concluded.

      “I’m laying out an extreme scenario,” said Raulnikov. “Beyond that, I’m not sure it matters what we fly, as long as it’s easy to spot in the sun. Darren, do you still have that bit of sail?”

      “Sail?” Wallace asked, straightening his posture. “Why didn’t you tell us you had it?”

      Darren shrugged. “I don’t know. Is it good for anything? I was using it as a blanket.”

      “Well, fair enough,” said Raulnikov. “If you’ll allow it, we’ll fasten it to the end of this pole.”

      Darren handed it over, and Raulnikov tied it on with a series of swiftly made knots. We raised the flagpole once again, and the tip went up high into the air, pointing at the sun. The white piece of sail caught in the breeze, smaller than we would have liked but an ash better than nothing.

      “It signals surrender, if anything,” said Hector. “I think it’s good.”

      Raulnikov wiped his hands together and grinned widely. “Not bad for a day off,” he said. He was terribly proud of the flagpole, and I was happy that he was the kind who drew strength from honest work. “I wouldn’t mind another go with the buckler,” he continued. “The bloody orcs didn’t give me a chance this morning.”

      No one, not even Richard, could help smiling at that.

      “Let’s do it now, before supper,” I said. “Then we can relax for the rest of the evening.”
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      We went down to the beach as a group, joking along the way about the morning battle. Darren mimicked the expression one of the orcs had made when we let out our joint War Cry, and Caleb laughed so hard we thought he might break a rib. Raulnikov joined them, and together they recounted the events of the battle for the hundredth time that day.

      Victoria, Wallace, Hector, and I were solemn, and we left the battle in the past where it belonged. It had been an easy victory, and certainly not one to gloat over. At the same time, it didn’t feel proper to dampen the newcomers’ spirits.

      I picked up a stick from the white sand beach and drew a line. “I want to talk about our general strategy,” I said. Everyone, including Richard, formed a semicircle around me. “I gave Hector a new talent that will boost his aim with projectiles.”

      I paused for a moment, waiting for Richard to lash out in disagreement. But he only glowered and turned to stare off into the distance. He held his cards close to his chest, smart enough to realize it wasn’t the best moment to attack my position as leader.

      “Unless we desperately need him, Hector will take up the rear of our party,” I continued. “His height allows him to throw over our heads safely, so that’s not a concern. That leaves Caleb, Darren, myself, Wallace, Raulnikov, and Richard for the frontline. The fire-hardened spears will be our primary weapon, so don’t throw them away. We can’t salvage them off the orcs because they don’t make them. Do you know what a shield wall is?”

      Most of them nodded. Richard was expressionless, while Darren and Caleb furrowed their brows.

      “All right. A shield wall is a line of warriors, usually with shield and spear, that hold a position against the enemy. At the moment we only have one shield, but we’ll have more by tonight. We’ll use the spears for reach advantage, to keep the enemy at bay, and form a straight line of defense.” I drew a small circle behind the line in the sand. “This is where Hector will be. He’ll throw projectiles at the enemy, weakening them and staggering their advance. Now, if the bottleneck is narrow, then we will make a formation like this.” I drew two short lines in the sand, one behind the other. “We’ll stagger the positions so that the backline spears are held lower, and the tips come out in front of the frontline. Do you follow?”

      “He means like this,” said Victoria. She grabbed Wallace by the shoulder and pulled him away from the main group.

      Wallace took position, holding his spear with both hands, back straight, with the spear tip pointing up. Victoria stood behind him slightly to the right, dropped to one knee, and held her spear so the tip stuck out next to Wallace’s hip. She jabbed her spear and brought it back, ending in the position she originally held.

      “Thank you,” I said, and they went back to standing with the others. “The advantage to that position is that if an enemy gets within range of a spear, it’s hard for the frontline to adjust their position without compromising the others. But in the back, Victoria was able to cover for Wallace and attack anything inside the range of his spear. Those are the two main positions. We have the two lines, front and back if it is a narrow bottleneck, or one long line. It depends on the situation. Here is another key tactic. All of you should have a primary, secondary, and third weapon. I want you to keep those in your inventories at all times. Under no circumstances should you be without a secondary and primary weapon. The third weapon is for throwing. Some of you may have wondered how we fought our way through the dungeon. It was by using throwing weapons. We may be in a position where we have to charge an enemy, or they charge us. In that situation, we can fling our weapons at them all at once to stagger their advance or break their defensive line. How do we coordinate this? Well, we came up with our own system.”

      “Three!” Victoria shouted, mimicking my voice.

      Wallace laughed way more than I thought was necessary.

      “That’s pretty much it,” I said, after he quieted down. “It was supposed to be, ‘one, two, three, throw,’ but I skipped the first part.”

      “Or you don’t say it at all,” said Hector. “Just watch for when the battle master throws his weapon and do the same.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “I suppose you’re right on that. The important point is that our weapons are all thrown at the same time. If I throw, seconds later someone else throws, and then another, the enemy will have time to dodge, reposition, and basically anticipate the attack. But if they are all hit at once, they will flounder, and that gives us a critical window for attack.”

      I turned back to my lines in the sand. “Victoria is an assassin class. Maybe you knew that, maybe you didn’t, but there it is. Because of that, I don’t want to use her as a warrior. It’s been hard, because we were a party of four, but now I’m going to keep her in the back.” I made another small circle in the white sand, off to the side of the frontline. “Her job is to assassinate magic users in the enemy’s backline or strike at an opportune moment to save someone’s life. Is that about right, Victoria?”

      “That’s the gist of it,” she said. “Ideally, you won’t see or hear me until I jump in for a quick kill.”

      “That’s basically everything,” I said, “except for one last thing. I plan to cast talents on all of you at more or less the same time, like Frenzy, so we might overwhelm them, and so that it’s easy to track all the cooldowns. I want you to think of yourselves as a unit, especially Raulnikov, Darren, and Caleb, because your abilities are all the same. Does that make sense to everyone? Are there any questions, concerns?”

      Everyone stood silent and watched me expectantly. I forced myself to keep good posture with my shoulders back and chin high. “Good,” I said. “For the next hour, I want us to practice movements together. Frontline, arrange a shield wall here.” I drew a long line in the sand.

      Darren, Wallace, Caleb, Raulnikov, and I took position, putting our good foot forward so that it just touched the line in the sand. We shuffled about until we were more or less shoulder to shoulder.

      “Richard can join us too, can’t he?” Raulnikov asked.

      I smiled, glad that the captain, Richard’s superior, had been the one to suggest it. “He’s not a party member, so I can’t use any talents on him. But he can take his place at the far end, next to you, Raulnikov.”

      Richard slowly came forward and took his position. His body language was that of a sulking child, but he held his spear up and went along with the exercise.

      “Now we move forward, in step with me.” I moved across the sand, each step in rhythm with the last. The others followed, but our line began to bend, and we lost formation.

      “Stop,” I ordered. “We’ll do it again.”

      We went back and forth across the beach, marching in step and slowly increasing our unit speed. I was reasonably happy by the end of it.

      “Victoria, do you mind playing drill sergeant?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Everyone, look to Victoria and copy her moves while maintaining our shield wall.”

      Victoria lunged forward and jabbed up with her spear. “Yah!” she shouted.

      We all copied the motion exactly. She did it again, and we repeated again. Victoria dropped to a knee and jabbed upward, and we all did the same. She shuffled back and then jabbed straight ahead, spear parallel to the ground, and our shield wall matched the movement.

      “Good,” I said. “Now let’s practice a quick turn.” I spun on the balls of my feet to face the opposite direction. Everyone followed, a few seconds behind.

      “Throwing weapons!” I called. Everyone equipped throwing weapons, some faster than others. “Let’s try that again. Throwing weapons!” I cocked back my arm and shouted, “three!”

      Some had known to cock their arms back as soon as the weapon was equipped; others did not, and the result was a staggered volley.

      We picked up our weapons from where they had landed in the white sand. Caleb and Darren laughed and challenged each other to see who could throw the farthest.

      We tried for a second time, and everyone threw at once—a fine barrage of stone hatchets, cudgels, and spiked clubs spinning through the air.

      “Well done!” Hector called from where he lounged against a palm tree.

      “That’s good,” I said. “I have no more training in mind for today. If you all want to continue on in your own time, that’s fine by me. An attack might happen later tonight, so make sure to get some rest.”

      “Let them come,” said Darren with a laugh. “It will be just like last time.” He puffed out his chest and beamed with confidence.

      Victoria frowned at that. “Don’t be so certain. We fought a shaman who could have killed us, and a D-rank python before that.”

      Her words made everyone go silent, and the mood began to turn. “She’s right,” I said. “Our chances are good, but a battle is a battle, and we can never know what the enemy will bring to bear. If you’re all looking for something to do, I have some ideas for more defenses.”

      Everyone was on board to help except Richard, who quietly slunk away, and Wallace, who went back to finish the shields. I told the rest my plan, and they went to harvest branches from the jungle.

      “How many eggs do you have left?” I asked Hector.

      “Only eight,” he replied. “I’m going to search for rocks down by the shore.”

      I clapped him on the back. “Good. Fill your inventory with them, and don’t worry about coconuts and meat. I’ll hold enough for both of us.”
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      I rejoined the others in the jungle, helped cut off a thick branch, and then dragged what they had harvested up the hill. Raulnikov wiped his brow and watched the setting sun for a moment before turning to me. “This will make for a lot of stakes,” he said. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

      “I want a more proactive defense this time around,” I said. Everyone gathered around to listen. “I realized this morning that we haven’t been taking advantage of our high ground position. So far, we’ve waited for them to get all the way up the hill before engaging them in combat. Hector took out a good number of them this morning before they reached us. I want to do more of that. It’s something the orcs might not expect, assuming they’ve been sharing information about our defenses.”

      “Well, they wouldn’t have heard anything from the last raiding party,” said Victoria.

      The scene of my party members running down the hill to butcher the fleeing orcs flashed through my mind. “True enough,” I said. “Let’s aim to keep it that way. We’ll make stakes out of the branches that we gathered. Leave the thicker ones as they are, because we’ll roll them down the hill at the enemy.

      “That should break some knees,” said Raulnikov. “That’ll teach them for coming after us.”

      “What’s their aim, anyway?” Caleb asked. “Why do they want to kill us so much?”

      “I’ve wondered that too,” said Wallace. “They keep coming, wave after wave to take us out. I assume they've been ordered to attack by their leader. That may be the dungeon boss or someone else, on the other side of the mountains. Either way, they want us for blood magic. That’s how the shaman we killed in the dungeon powered his talents.”

      Victoria nodded in agreement. “I was taught about it at the Citadel. Different types of blood are more or less powerful sources for their magic."

      “The lizards in the pens might not have been bred for warfare at all,” Hector mused.

      “Ah!” Victoria exclaimed. “I hadn’t thought of that, but I bet you’re right. So there it is, the awful truth. They want to capture us, kill us, and use our blood for foul magic.”

      “They’ve wasted so many warriors attacking us,” said Hector. “I don’t know why they don’t send out a huge force and get it over with.”

      “I have a guess on that,” Victoria offered, “and it fits with my theory that the dungeon is an outpost of a larger orc civilization. Basically, it’s up to the dungeon boss to deal with threats on this side of the mountains. They get fresh recruits, but only have so many warriors at a time, and they still need some to guard the dungeon.”

      “The dungeon boss might not want to admit to his superior that he’s having a hard time with us," I said, riffing off Victoria’s theory. “There could also be a big conflict going on across the mountains, and they can only spare a few warriors at a time.”

      “Did you notice how the shaman was dressed?” Wallace asked. “He was well-groomed and had a headdress."

      Victoria nodded. "I think there's a class division in their society, and they're sending their lowest warriors to fight us. They’re expendable.”

      Raulnikov and Darren shared a glance. “We’ve seen that too,” said Raulnikov. “The ordinary orc warriors have green skin, filthy long hair, walk in a hunch, and snarl like animals. But the boss and his guards are red-skinned, and they speak as intelligently as we do. There’s more to these orcs than they first let on.”

      “Now that makes me worried,” said Victoria. “I like them stupid and savage. Easier to kill that way.”

      “It’s probably only a matter of time until we butt heads with their elites,” said Hector. “By the gods, we’d better be ready when that happens.”

      “Dungeon loot could help with that,” said Victoria. “If the dungeon is an outpost, the enemies will be easier than their core forces on the other side of the mountains. We can take all their items and have that utility on our side. And who knows what else the dungeon could offer? We may find a secret passage into dwarven ruins."

      “Where in ashes are all the orc women?” Wallace suddenly asked.

      We all stared at him. “Why are you wondering?” Victoria asked, her voice full of suspicion.

      “It’s weird, isn’t it?" Wallace continued. "We’ve only seen orc men. I guess it’s evidence that they don’t use the cave for living quarters and come from elsewhere.” He snapped his fingers. “Yes! There must be an exit on the other side of the dungeon.”

      “That’s a strong argument,” I said. “I like the way we’re all thinking this through. Caleb, Darren, Raulnikov, feel free to chime in. The more brain power, the better. I think our best chance of survival will come from outthinking the dungeon boss. I want us to stay a step ahead. So please, don’t hesitate to make your voices heard.”

      Caleb cleared his throat. “Well, there is something. It’s just a thought I had about the defenses. If we’re adding more sharpened stakes, why not put them all outside the gap, right at the crest of the hill? It seems like a good place to fight them, because they would be trying to push their way uphill while we held the high ground.” He gulped and looked intently at his feet.

      A wide grin lit up my face. “You're a genius. That’s exactly what we’ll do. We’ll move the stakes from inside the camp and combine them with the new ones we’re making now."

      “I like it,” said Hector. “It will let me keep throwing during the battle. They’ll be fighting you while trying to dodge my eggs.”

      “Ashes, let’s bring that thing out,” said Raulnikov, pointing at the spiked barricade.

      “I don’t see why not,” I replied. “If our line falters, we can fall back to the gap and use it as a choke. We have enough warriors now that we can block the gap entirely.”

      Everyone agreed it was a good plan and congratulated Caleb on contributing to the strategy. We spent part of the evening sharpening the branches into stakes, then driving them deep into the earth at the crest of the hill, right at the edge where it turned from the slope into a plateau.

      There were twelve stakes in total. We set them in two arcs, one on the left and one on the right, starting against the palisade and then curving in toward the crest, leaving a small gap in the middle, where we planned to throw the large branches down the hill. We would close it after with the spiked barricade.

      When the work was done, we wiped our hands clean and went to the firepit. We had the usual supper, and then laid out our joint collection of ropes and lizard bones.

      We were discussing how to distribute them when Wallace came over with the two new shields he’d made. “This one,” he said, sliding his arm through the metal brackets on the inside of the shield, “is the more robust of the two. I think it will hold well during battle.” He tossed it to Hector, who caught it easily in one hand.

      “I had to use rope for the other one,” Wallace continued. “It functions the same. The big issue is that it’s a bit looser on the arm, and a glancing blow could turn it in an awkward direction. But if there’s nothing better for the arm to do, it may as well hold up a big chunk of wood for protection.”

      “Well done,” said Raulnikov. “That’s three shields you’ve made for us now.”

      “All because you brought back the materials,” Wallace replied. “It feels good to be building again.”

      “How does everyone feel about Caleb and Darren taking the shields?” I asked the party. “The rest of us are comfortable fighting one-handed, and Richard still has his rapier, I assume, so he won’t need anything from the rest of us.”

      No one objected.

      “Good,” I said. “As for the armor—Wallace, are you OK using the lizard spines? I think you’re most comfortable with them.”

      “No problem,” he said. “We’ll be able to create four sets of vambraces from the rest of the bones and rope.”

      At the others’ insistence, I was given a pair of vambraces. Richard was given one vambrace. Raulnikov got one for the arm he would use to hold the buckler, and the last two were given to Caleb and Darren as greaves, to protect their leading leg.

      Once everything was settled, we set a schedule for keeping watch throughout the night and went our separate ways. The day had worn on me more than I’d thought, and my eyelids grew heavy.

      I tried to accept the tiredness and let it wash over me, but I knew I could be woken at any moment and tasked with taking charge of a battle.

      You’ve done this before, I told myself. You need to rest, so rest. The defenses are strong.

      I said it over and over like a mantra until sleep came to me.
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      “Orcs!” Caleb’s voice rang through the camp.

      I jolted awake and joined Raulnikov on one of the steps.

      Wallace, Darren, and Caleb were already in position on the other side of the palisade, behind the stakes set at the crest of the hill. The logs were ready to be pushed down on the advancing enemy.

      Hector waited on the other high step, across the camp, with an egg in hand.

      Richard lingered in the middle of the camp, his role to watch the gate with Victoria.

      It boosted my confidence to see that everyone knew their role.

      The raiding band before us was the largest we had yet seen. Through my spyglass I watched ten green-skinned orcs start their ascent from the base of the hill. A shaman stood in the back, wearing a feathered headdress similar to the one worn by the shaman we had killed in the dungeon. He glowed eerily in the moonlight, and two amu followed at his side, close enough so he could pet their heads. They looked to be the same beasts that had chased us from the dungeon.

      I gulped past the dry lump in my throat and called out to the party, whose nerves were surely as rattled as mine. “They sent a shaman and two amu with the warriors. Hold position and follow orders. We’ll win this night through and take what we want from the dead.”

      The orcs advanced up the hill, and I increased the volume of my speech. “It’s been too easy so far. We knew we would be tested. Well, this is it. Embrace it. On my call, release the logs down the hill. Are you ready?”

      The frontline called out, voices sharp and strong.

      “The amu can leap over the palisade,” I informed them. “Leave them to Victoria and Richard. Hector, we may need you to join that fight. Will you have your club ready?”

      “Aye,” he called.

      The orc warriors reached the hill’s halfway point.

      I spoke loudly, and my voice rang strong through the camp. “We’re going to destroy them. They have no idea what’s coming. We’re going to kill every last one of them, smash our way into their dungeon and take their leader’s head. Their tribe will never walk this jungle again.”

      Hector roared, and the men on the frontline let out their own in chorus.

      The shaman gestured, and the amu by his side took off in loping strides to circle the camp.

      “Victoria, keep an eye on the gate,” I called. “The amu split up. They’re going to ambush us from behind.”

      She repositioned to a dark section of the palisade, next to the gate.

      “Release the logs!” I shouted.

      Raulnikov, Caleb, Darren, and Wallace pushed them over the edge as fast as they could. The logs rolled down the hill, bumping against the terrain and flying through the air until they smashed into the orc warriors and put them on their backs.

      “Yes!” I shouted and pumped my arm.

      Our frontline shouted in triumph.

      Before I had a chance to give the order, Raulnikov, Darren, and Wallace grabbed the spiked barricade and moved it to fill the gap between the two arcing lines of stakes. With the defenses in place, they tightly gripped their spears and took up position to hold the crest of the hill.

      Hector released his first egg, and it landed squarely on the back of an orc attempting to regain his footing. The weight of the projectile laid him low once more, and there, with his face buried in the long grass, he only twitched. The rest of the orcs waited for the shaman to issue commands.

      I cast Frenzy and Stamina Boost on Hector and decided to save Sniper for when close combat had been engaged, so he could pick off enemies without damaging any party members.

      Hector threw again and again and dropped another orc. The shaman shouted and the eight left standing dropped to their stomachs. Then the shaman waved his hands through the air, chanting an invocation. A familiar sigil blazed in the air in front of him and then rushed forward, passing through his warriors and healing the damage caused by the logs and rocks. Even the orc who had been struck on the back by Hector’s egg rose to his feet, fit for combat.

      The orcs resumed their march up the hill at a quick pace. I took my place in the defensive line outside the palisade and equipped my spear, vambraces tight around my forearms.

      A bestial snarl came from where I had just left. I spun in time to see an amu fly through the air, smash into Hector, and bite down on his bad shoulder. They fell from the upper step and landed hard in the middle of the camp.

      Back on the hill, the shaman began another invocation and ordered his warriors to charge.

      “Steady!” I shouted.

      The frontline bristled, tightening their backs and holding their spears strong.

      I cast Minor Heal on Hector and shouted for Victoria. A glance over my shoulder confirmed she was already on her way with Richard to attack the amu, where it wrestled with Hector on the ground.

      Hector grabbed the amu by the throat with a massive hand. His face turned red, veins bulging on his neck as he squeezed as hard as he could. The beast had enough and leaped away, giving Hector the space he needed to stumble to his feet. His bad arm hung limp at his side, shredded where his shoulder met his neck.

      Then the second amu landed inside the camp. The two beasts met side by side and snarled, curling back their black gums to show sharp yellow fangs. Drool slid from the bottom of their mouths and dripped in globs onto the earth. Two trident brands blazed red on their foreheads, standing out against their white fur under the silver moonlight.

      I turned back to the hill and saw that the orc warriors had already reached the line of sharpened stakes. I opened my mouth to shout the command to equip throwing weapons and realized it was too late.

      The orc warriors bared their teeth and growled, and their rooting debuff hit our frontline. Fortunately, we had chosen our defensive position well, and we could still strike them with our spears as they attempted to come close enough to use their stone weapons. Our high ground advantage combined with the stakes was enough to keep them at bay, and the rush was held.

      The orcs shrunk away from our position and changed tactics. Instead of overwhelming us, they directed their weapons at our spears, attempting to break them with a clean blow. But it proved fruitless, and they were left with no choice but to throw themselves at us again.

      At least, that was what I’d thought.

      The shaman’s invocation rose in volume from behind his line of warriors. I couldn’t see his position and had seconds to make a judgment call. The shaman couldn’t be picked off by one of Hector’s rocks, nor have his source of power frozen by Frost Burn.

      Don’t hesitate, don’t hesitate, don’t hesitate.

      The back of my mind screamed at me to attack an enemy, to shout, to make a decision—anything but wait to be killed. And so, I abandoned cold logic and acted on gut feeling.

      I cast Sniper on Hector and Evasion on Victoria, quickly followed by Weak Point.

      The ground lit up beneath my feet with the red lines of the shaman’s sigil. The warriors’ debuff combined with the shaman’s talent was a deadly combination, and one I had failed to predict.

      An amu yowled behind me in camp. The sound rang in my ears, shortly followed by a desperate cry from Hector. I cast Soft Touch then brought my attention back to the frontline.

      “Brace!” I shouted.

      Seconds later, the sigil exploded beneath us. I narrowed my focus on the orc warriors, knowing this was when they would rush us—and I was exactly right. What I didn’t anticipate was the excruciating pain that came from absorbing the full power of a talent designed to rupture internal organs.

      Darren dropped to the ground straight away. The others swayed, including myself. Only Wallace kept steady footing. He stabbed an orc through the throat and quickly pulled back his spear, letting the body drop to the ground in front of him. Another orc finished off Darren with a blow to the back of his head, and then stepped past the perimeter of sharpened stakes.

      Our frontline had been broken, and now Caleb was isolated from the rest of us. Two orcs turned on him. I cast Frenzy and Stamina Boost on Caleb and watched him block a blow that would have gutted him. I took a deep breath, switched my grip, and threw my spear at the back of one of his attackers. The wooden tip drove through the orc’s back and out the front of his chest. He pitched forward and knocked into Caleb, who spun in surprise and then let the enemy fall to the earth.

      The hand-to-hand combat was too chaotic for me to take in everything that was happening. I used talents almost at random, casting Frenzy on Raulnikov, Stamina Boost on Wallace, and then Frost Burn. I blocked a hatchet strike aimed at my jaw with a vambrace. One of the bones split into two and saved me from decapitation.

      I shouted in the orc’s face, pushing away the fear I felt from seeing his horrible visage so close. Orange clay colored his jaw and cheeks in patches. His nose, small and twisted, was pushed too deep into his face, and savage scars marked his mottled green skin.

      I equipped my spiked club and countered his next attack with a blow that broke open the ribs under his heart. He raised his hatchet again, but weakly, and I struck him hard in the same spot.

      A roar sounded next to me, and Raulnikov head-butted an orc on the bridge of its nose. Blood sprayed in the air, and he followed up by smashing the orc in the face with his stone cudgel. But he didn’t move fast enough to intercept the next attack, and I watched him stumble from a blow that connected on his elbow with a sickening crunch.

      Raulnikov’s grip loosened, and his stone cudgel slipped through his fingers to the ground. The next blow took him clean on the forehead, ending his life.

      The skin on the back of my neck tingled. I felt that at any moment an amu would pounce on me from behind, but I didn’t turn around. Five orcs still lived, including their shaman leader, and there were three of us to fight them. I took a deep breath and cast Minor Heal on Caleb, and Minor Heal again on Hector.

      The fight had reached a standstill. The four orcs on the other side of the stakes had thus far failed to breach our position. But I was alone on my side of the defensive line, and one of the orc warriors split off from the others to challenge me.

      I cast Icy Breath, and Wallace froze the orc moving to my position. I hurled my spiked club at the rooted target, and the impact flipped him backwards. He should have fallen down the hill, but the ice around his feet kept him rooted, and instead his ankles snapped under the weight of his twisted body. His fall opened my line of sight to the shaman, who held a long, curved dagger and advanced up the hill to join his warriors.

      I threw a stone hatchet at him, but he ducked, and the weapon flew over his shoulder.

      Four orc warriors and one orc shaman. We weren’t dead yet, but our position was compromised.

      “Fall back!” I shouted.

      Caleb coughed up blood and shuffled back to the gap in the palisade. Thankfully he had the presence of mind to stay in line with Wallace and I and not show his back to the enemy. His arms quivered, and his shield hung too low for proper protection, but he held his spear tightly. I could see on his face a determination to fight until the end.

      The orc warriors left alive lurched past the spiked barricade and stopped where we had abandoned our defensive line.

      “Victoria!” I shouted.

      “Here!” she called back from behind me in camp.

      I cast Mist and she used the talent right away to cover the orcs.

      “We need you outside!” I shouted and hoped she understood. “Throwing weapons!”

      I only had one weapon left, but Caleb and Wallace had at least two. I gave the command, and they threw straight into the mist, where their weapons smashed into the blinded orcs.

      “Break them!” the shaman roared.

      The last orc warriors charged, and were caught by surprise when they suddenly cleared the mist and came face to face with our defensive line. We were ready, and we struck fast and mercilessly. Two of them died straight off to savage blows by Caleb and Wallace.

      Caleb clenched his jaw, and his face turned ash white. The exertion was too much. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he fell onto his back, arms limp.

      “Gods and ashes,” I muttered. It was down to two versus two.

      The orc shaman and his warrior shrunk back into the mist. Wallace and I caught our breath and kept our gaze focused ahead, knowing that at any moment our enemies could reemerge with a wild attack.

      A muffled cry came from inside the mist, then the thump of a body hitting dirt. A crazed roar followed that put my hair on end, but it suddenly turned into a gurgle, and another body hit the ground.
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      Victoria strode out of the mist seconds before the talent expired. She raised her hands. “It’s me. I think that’s the last of them.”

      Wallace laughed crazily.

      “The amu?” I asked Victoria.

      “Dead. I’m not sure if Hector will make it.”
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      Hector slumped against one of the steps, lightly bleeding from slashes on his chest and abdomen. His shoulder was a mess of exposed muscle and sinew.

      “I think he’s in shock,” said Victoria. “How's Caleb?"

      “He fainted, as far as I can tell,” said Wallace.

      We carried Caleb back into camp. I looked to the stars and moon and squinted to hold back tears. My time on Valheim had only begun. I wouldn’t let it break me now. Being a sobbing mess wasn’t useful to anyone. I had to hold myself together.

      Raulnikov and Darren died because of you.

      I pushed the thought away.

      “Where’s Richard?” I asked.

      Victoria sighed. “He ran away as soon as we started to fight the amu. That’s the last I saw of him.”

      I was so angry that no words came out for a full minute. “We’ll have to watch for him,” I said.

      “I don’t think he’s a threat,” said Victoria. “He’s a cowardly, godforsaken weasel of a man. I don’t think he wants to pick a fight.”

      “He has a rapier,” I replied. “If he gets hungry enough, he’ll try to kill one of us and take our loot. Wallace, are you injured?”

      “My insides feel like they’re on fire, but I think I can hold out. I don’t think I’m dying.” He ended with a short laugh.

      “Yeah, mine too," I replied.

      Victoria raised an eyebrow.

      “The shaman cast the same talent that killed the lizards in the dungeon,” I explained. “It triggered while we were rooted by the orcs' debuff.”

      Victoria drew a deep breath and looked at where it had happened. The earth was black, the long grass completely disintegrated by the shaman’s talent.

      Caleb woke, and, at first, he looked all right. Wallace helped him to his feet. But when Caleb saw who was left alive, and looked at the black mark on the ground, he began to cry. Darren and Raulnikov had died, and Richard had turned coward, leaving him the last of the crew members we had rescued from the dungeon.

      “It’s going to be OK,” said Wallace. He put his arm around the young man and led him away from the scene of the battle, to a step where they both sat down.

      I shook my head, mulling over all the ways I had failed.

      “Whatever you’re thinking, remember to be fair to yourself,” said Victoria. She watched me, hands on her hips. The deaths had not diminished her spirit at all. “Victory didn’t hinge on you alone. Don’t have such a huge ego to think otherwise.”

      “Yeah, you're right,” I said, but my heart knew otherwise.

      I passed her with my head held low and went out to the stakes we’d driven into the hill, then down the slope. The moon made the grass look silver, and the long blades whispered softly against the sides of my white cloth pants.

      I went down to the beach, stumbled over a rock and nearly fell. I collapsed to my knees at the point where the sand was wet, and the waves came up to my lap.

      "It’s not real. It’s not real." I muttered the words over and over. I punched the sand, then dug my fingers into it. No matter how many times I said it, I couldn’t convince myself.

      I picked myself up and wandered along the shoreline, taking a long route back to the camp. As I marched up the hill, I redirected my anger from myself to the orcs who had attacked us and killed our party members in the dark of night.

      “I’ll wipe them all out,” I vowed. “I’ll cleanse the land of them and smash their idols."

      Victoria spied me walking past the gate. “He’s here,” she called.

      Her voice brought me back into awareness. I hurried into camp, cast Minor Heal on Hector, and brought the hearthstone to life. The fire started low, and then the embers blazed up into flames, towering higher and higher until they went past my head. I had lit it for no reason other than the desire to have light.

      Hector lay flat on his back with Wallace’s green vest rolled under his head as a pillow. His chest rose and fell with deep breaths, shadows from the bonfire flickering over his tanned skin. His body was bruised and cut, laid out like a slab.

      I went over to Caleb, who still sat on the step, staring unblinking into the darkness. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      He didn’t reply. It was likely the first time he had seen anyone killed, and those two had been like father and brother to him.

      I shuddered as a wave of depression rose up inside of me. First my chest tightened, and then my whole body as emotions and thoughts beyond my control tried to take over. I knew I couldn't block them out, and so I didn't try. I let them pass through me, and didn't give them an inch, not one self-pitying thought. I don't know how long the battle lasted, but in time my body relaxed, my thoughts came clear, and I was once again able to be a leader.

      “We lost friends today, party members,” I said, addressing everyone. “That is cause for mourning. The battle was one I hope to never repeat. But you should all remember that it was our victory this night. We will make graves for the fallen and honor them, as we did for Peniwald. And when we take the fight to the orcs, their names will be on our lips.”

      “You can’t be serious,” said Wallace. “You’re already planning an attack? Look at us, man!”

      “I am looking at you,” I said calmly. “I see survivors—men and women who killed more than their fair share of orcs. The dead are gone, and there’s no bringing them back. It’s on us to live and tell their stories. But I’ll tell you this right now. I don’t care to leave on a ship or trek my way to a city. Tonight, I’m done with that. I want to kill every orc I can get my hands on. We will hunt them down like the dogs they are and count Richard among them. We shall deal violence so cruelly that their children will quake in fear at the sound of our march."

      Caleb finally looked up and met my gaze.

      “It may be hard to live right now,” I told him. “Take it one minute at a time. If you get through this, things will get better. I promise.” With that, I turned and walked to the gap in the palisade. “I’m going to loot the dead.”

      I dumped out my entire inventory next to the firepit—the items from Tuk’Mout, the shaman’s staff, my hardwood baton. All of it. I went to the bodies one by one and collected all the items, not caring or even looking at what I took, and dumped out one load at a time back in camp until the task was finished.

      Caleb sifted through the pile of items with his foot. The black leather face of a journal appeared under the haft of a stone cudgel. He wiped it clean of dirt and revealed emblazoned golden letters: “Captain’s Log.” He clutched the journal and stared at it, but did not unlatch the metal buckle holding it tightly shut.

      I left him to his thoughts and joined Wallace and Victoria where they crouched next to Hector.

      “He may never fight again,” said Victoria.

      I thought about it and decided she was wrong. “I can’t imagine that being the case. His arm looks crippled, but his other one can still throw. He would never sit idle while we went off to pick a fight.”

      “You keep saying that,” said Wallace, his tone rising in frustration. “Can we not have one night of peace, or are you too bloodthirsty for even that?”

      I wanted to remind him of the promise he had made the day before, but I held back the words.

      “Gods, man,” Victoria snapped at Wallace. “What do you want? A perfect explanation for everything? Grow up. If we don’t fight back, they’ll finish us off right here. It’s just like before. We have to go to the dungeon and end this.”

      Wallace shook his head and stormed off, much as I had, out of the camp and into the night.

      Victoria and I sat on the dirt and watched over Hector. Neither of us were particular tired, having slept through most of the evening and night.

      Her hand was on the ground, outstretched to support her body. I reached out and put my hand on top of hers, not really caring what happened next or expecting anything in return. I simply wanted to have that connection. Human touch.

      Victoria jerked her hand away. “I’m sorry,” she said after a moment. “I didn’t expect that.”

      “I didn’t mean—”

      “No, you’re all right,” she said, interrupting me. “Here.” She brought back her hand and placed it on top of mine.

      My hand tingled to feel hers. My heart beat faster, and I wanted to reach out and hug her. Victoria sat still and silent, not looking at anything in particular, and I held back the urge.

      I let out a long sigh. We had won another battle. At great cost, to be sure, but it was a victory. Our enemies were dead on the hill leading up to the camp, where we kept the only light of civilization and goodness in this part of the Wild.

      The longer I touched Victoria's hand, the more it felt as if an electrical field buzzed between us, thrumming with an energy that wanted us closer. I slowly slid my hand out from under hers and broke contact. It wasn’t the right time, if there ever could be a right time.

      I stood and went to the pile of looted items. I took one stack of lizard meat, one stack of coconuts, a stone hatchet, a stone cudgel, a spiked club, and a fire-hardened spear. That took up six of my ten slots. I rifled through the items and found an obsidian dagger that must have come from the shaman, along with a black, rough-cut gem nearly the size of my fist. It was the same as the one that rested atop the magical staff.

      I discarded them as useless. They may have been worth a great amount of monetary value, but there was no point in taking them on the upcoming journey. Tuk’Mout’s Hide took a slot, on the off chance that it could be used for protection. I filled the last two slots with my spyglass and Darren's shield.

      There was not much else to do. Wallace was still gone. Victoria sat by Hector and stared into the fire, while Caleb flipped through the logbook. I felt irresponsible for leaving the looted items in a mess, so I sorted them all, laying out the weapons first in a neat line, organized by type, followed by the lizard bones, coconuts, and scales. I put the magical items and Tuk’Mout’s loot off to the side. Ropes and other utility items were lined up next to each other, and that was the last of it. It was a great haul of loot, and the process of organizing it set my mind in order.

      I grabbed another piece of sail that had been in Darren’s inventory and held it up. It was about the size of a bed sheet, and I took it down with me to the beach.

      I scanned the jungle for lurking enemies, and when no glowing eyes or ominous shadows appeared, I waded into the sea water and dunked the sail all the way in. I scrubbed it with sand and swished it all around, getting it as wet and salty as possible. I rubbed the sail against itself and into the sand once more, then rinsed it as best I could and flopped it over my shoulder.

      Following the shoreline back to camp, I spied Wallace sitting on a boulder at the water’s edge that, yesterday, Darren had fished from. He looked over the black water with his knees tucked up to his chest.

      I stopped not far from him. “There’s only one thing left for us to do,” I said. “I know you don’t like it, but it’s our best plan.”

      A moment passed in silence before Wallace replied. “We can leave this place. Follow the coast.”

      “And sleep in the trees? Give up the hearthstone and the rest of our camp? Not to mention the water supply.”

      Wallace worked his jaw and held back an angry retort. He blew out a long breath and let his frustration go. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll stick by what I said before. I’m just… it’s hard. I’ll join the rest of you in a while.”

      I nodded. “Keep an eye on the jungle. We don’t know what’s in there at night. Richard might be nearby, if nothing else.”

      Wallace kept his gaze fixed on the waves, and I went back to camp, carrying the wet sail with me.
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      I went up the steps and draped the wet piece of sail over the side of the palisade, so that it hung with most of its surface area exposed.

      “What’s that for?” Victoria asked.

      “I cleaned it as best I could with water and sand,” I said. “Now I’ll wait for the sun to bleach and dry it. It’s the best I can do to sanitize.”

      “For Hector,” said Victoria.

      “A wrap for his shoulder. There's enough material that it will be a sling for his arm, too. Do you think he needs a crutch?”

      Victoria shook her head. “No damage to his legs that I can see, but the rest of him is pretty beat up.”

      “I just spoke to Wallace,” I said, coming down from the step. “He’s on board to attack the dungeon.”

      “Good,” said Victoria. “Treasure be damned. We need to put an end to this.”

      “What will happen when the boss dies?” I asked.

      Victoria laughed at my ignorance. “Whoever leads the party that clears the dungeon can claim it as their territory. That’s how it’s been since ancient times.”

      “But will it still be a dungeon?”

      “That’s up to the leader to decide. They can appoint a new boss to guard the dungeon core, or they can let the Wild reclaim the territory.”

      “Well, I won’t worry about that right now,” I replied. “I’m concerned with clearing it. What comes next is for another day.”

      Victoria nodded. “Clearing the dungeon is the first step."

      “I want to go as soon as possible,” I said firmly. “I don’t think the dungeon will be as full as last time. There’s no way they were able to bring a raiding party of that size against us and still have guards all over the dungeon.”

      “We also cleared the dungeon very recently. I bet it’s sitting empty.”

      “We’ll loot the boss and his guards. That will help us take the fight to the other side of the mountains.”

      Victoria smiled. “I see your optimism is back.”

      “I never lost it. We did win the battle.”

      Victoria gestured with her head in Caleb’s direction. “Think he’ll be all right?”

      “I’ll ask him,” I said, and I went across the camp to where our youngest party member sat on the step. He hadn’t moved much since the battle ended.

      “We’re getting worried about you,” I said. He didn’t close the logbook, but he sat up and turned to face me—an improvement over his thousand-yard stare. “Can you fight? We need to know.” I made sure to keep a stiff upper lip and watch him carefully. I didn’t want him to think that any kind of prolonged moping or undue moodiness would be tolerated by the party.

      “There’s no other choice, is there?” Caleb asked softly.

      “No,” I replied calm and stern. “Not if we’re going to make it out of here alive. We’re counting on you, Caleb. You fought well, and we’re going to need more of that in the days to come.”

      Caleb snapped shut the logbook and went to the neatly arranged lines of loot. “I know,” he said. “I’ll be ready.” There was a mad look to his eyes.

      “Don’t do anything reckless. The longer you live, the more of them you can kill. Right?”

      He looked and me and nodded.
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      Night turned to morning, and we buried Darren and Raulnikov with their personal items at the spot where they died. Hector was well enough to stand and raise his good arm in prayer.

      Near the end, Caleb ran down the hill, to the jungle. We watched him with worry, but he used his stone hatchet to cut off two small branches. He brought them back and stuck them into the loose dirt on the graves. The bright green leaves shivered in the wind.

      The others took their time going through the inventory items laid out by the firepit. Meanwhile, I took down the sail from where it was draped over the palisade. It had dried, and I brought it over to Hector.

      “For your arm and shoulder,” I told him. “It will heal better if it’s wrapped.”

      He sat on a lower step while Wallace and I wrapped the cloth around his raw shoulder and arm, tightening it up and looping over to the other side of his neck so that his arm was in a sling, and everything was tightly swathed.

      “Is Minor Heal helping?” I asked.

      “Definitely,” Hector replied. “The wounds will need time to heal on their own, but I can walk now. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      “What happened with the amu?” Wallace asked. “We didn’t see the fight.”

      “Evasion kept me alive,” said Victoria. “I hit one with Weak Point, and Hector did the rest. He cracked one with a rock and nearly killed it. I finished it off while it was stunned. The last one came at me, but it was so close that Hector couldn’t miss. I think the rock broke its ribs. It lay on the ground for a while, clawing and snapping at the air. Richard was gone, and Hector had collapsed at that point. I used my throwing weapons to stun it. Then I went in for the kill.”

      Wallace shook his head in disbelief. “It’s a miracle that it all worked out. I thought for sure they were going to pounce on us from behind.”

      Victoria equipped the obsidian dagger she had chosen from the pile of loot and spun it in her hand. “Last night was tough, but I’m not as scared of them anymore. By all rights, they should have had our number. I mean, do you remember the first time an amu attacked us?”

      “Gods, was that the first night?” Wallace shook his head. “You and Richard fought it off, right?”

      “Ah, mostly Hector,” said Victoria. “We’re lucky as ash that he washed up on shore with us.”

      “I think he’s blushing!” said Wallace.

      The half-ogre’s face was red with embarrassment, but only for a few seconds. “I've been lucky too," he said.

      “Will you join us in the dungeon?” I asked.

      “Aye. We’ll take on the boss together. One way or another, this is my last day in this jungle.”

      A peal of thunder reverberated through the air. Dark clouds churned on the horizon.

      “We’d best set out soon,” I said. “Let’s divvy up the equipment before it gets wet. Victoria, I think you should use the buckler. It’s light enough that it shouldn’t slow you down, and you won’t get much defense out of that dagger.”

      “Like you’d know. You haven’t even asked me about its stats,” she teased.

      We all turned to look at her. “Stats?” I asked, brow furrowed. “You mean it’s a magical item?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “Don’t keep us in suspense,” said Wallace, bursting with curiosity. “What’s the enchantment?”

      “I can activate the dagger for a plus fifty percent duration on any talent.”

      “How does that work if you’re in a battle master’s party?” Caleb asked.

      Victoria shrugged. “Shall we try right now?”

      I cast Mist, because we were most familiar with its duration.

      “OK,” said Victoria. “I just used the dagger's ability. Let’s see…”

      She threw down Mist a few paces away, where it remained past its default thirty-second duration.

      Hector whistled. “That’s a powerful item,” he said. “How many times can you do that?”

      “Once every ten minutes,” said Victoria. “So, about once per battle.”

      “I’d still like you to use the buckler,” I said.

      “All right, all right,” Victoria conceded, and added it to her inventory.

      “Make sure you all have throwing weapons. Wallace, I’d like you to take the third shield. You’re probably the best fighter out of any of us, and we need you on the frontline.”

      He took it up and tested it, grabbing the rope he had used to fashion a handle. “You should take the lizard spine for armor,” he said. “Or could it be used as a splint for Hector?”

      Hector shook his head. “I don’t need one. I think there’s nerve damage. I can barely move my fingers.”

      The rest of the bones were distributed fairly, along with the rope. Then there was nothing to do but leave camp and once more trek through the jungle.
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      The route between our camp and the dungeon was well-marked by the orcs' passing. We started out mostly in silence, with Caleb occasionally shouting, “Richard!” in hopes that his old crew mate was still alive and kicking. None of us had the heart to tell him what had happened. It seemed like it would do little good at this point, except confuse our party member and demoralize him even more.

      Heavy raindrops began to fall, but we were mostly sheltered by the canopy of leaves overhead. To our surprise, Caleb’s mood turned for the better. The young sailor struck up a shanty song, carrying the tune well with a clear voice. None of us knew the words, but we hummed along as best we could and chuckled when he recited a particularly lewd verse.

      “Phew,” Caleb exclaimed and wiped his brow. “Whistling in the jungle is harder than at sea. That one was for old Raulny.”

      “I’m not going to miss this place," said Victoria. “A little nudge from the gods and we could have ended up in an elven grove.”

      “That’s oddly specific,” said Hector.

      “I saw one once,” said Victoria. “From far away, of course, but I always wanted to walk through it.”

      “Well, it could have been worse,” Hector continued. “If the storm came a few days later, we could have found ourselves north of the Wall, and we’d already be dead.”

      “What’s north of the Wall?” I asked.

      “By the gods, you don’t know?” Hector asked. “It’s a territory of vicious hives, where insects grow to monstrous size. They say the elders tower a hundred feet and bring a tsunami of hatchlings wherever they roam. The Wall is where Fuscia holds them off. It's a small kingdom, but part of the alliance nonetheless.”

      “Is that why you’re going there?” Victoria asked. “You mentioned it before.”

      “I’m afraid so. The Doric Republic thought it wise to send a researcher. A small price to pay for continued shipments of elder insect carcasses.”

      “Why do they want carcasses?”

      “We claim it’s for the unique compounds in their bones. In truth, we extract a serum from their coagulated blood. Our mind mages find it helps enter a trance and prophecy navigational routes through the Esterlech Marsh…” His voice trailed off.

      Victoria snorted. “Sounds like you shouldn’t have told us that.”

      Hector waved his good hand dismissively. “I trust all of you more than anyone at the Biotelma.”

      “I suppose you have a special mission as a ‘researcher’ that this poor kingdom doesn’t know about,” Victoria said teasingly. “Oh, don’t look at me like that. I just know how these things work.”

      “You’re too clever, assassin of Amarul.”

      She laughed. “And you are too easy to read.”

      Hector chuckled at that, and the mood picked up considerably. Caleb sang another song, and we kept a good pace until we reached the same baited trap we had seen last time. We kept clear of it and moved slower, weapons at the ready. Victoria moved to the front and went to the edge of the jungle. She looked out from behind a fern at the clearing in front of the dungeon entrance.

      “It’s clear,” she said.

      We all stood and followed her into the clearing. The macabre display was gone, and there were no signs of human remains. Whatever ritual or ceremony had taken place was done with. The only markings of occupation were remnants of the orcs’ bonfire and scorch marks across the earth. The blue barrier leading to the dungeon shimmered straight ahead.

      “Do you think they’re waiting for us?” Wallace asked. “I mean, right on the other side.”

      Caleb startled. “Can they do that? Is there no way of knowing?”

      “Calm down, everyone,” I said. “We came here operating under the assumption that the raiding party we defeated was the dungeon’s primary force. That means the dungeon should be mostly empty. It may only have its boss left. We’ll take a rest here and then go straight in. All in agreement?”

      We cracked coconuts, drank our fill, and rested our legs. Caleb paced stiffly around the clearing, clearly worried about returning to the dungeon where he had been held prisoner. The core party members acted in the opposite manner. Hector and Wallace had a sparring match with their spears, while Victoria stretched like a cat and bounced on the balls of her feet. I practiced a lunging attack with my spear and ran over the talents I had slotted in for each party member.

      Hector had Sniper, Frenzy, Minor Heal, and War Cry. I figured he didn’t need Stamina Boost for throwing.

      I gave Caleb Minor Heal, Stamina Boost, Frenzy, and Charge.

      Wallace kept the same talents: Icy Breath, Frost Burn, Stamina Boost, and Minor Heal.

      For Victoria, it was Mist, Camouflage, Soft Touch, and Evasion.

      We helped each other tie on bone armor and equipped our weapons. I gave Caleb my shield because he was more familiar with it and in return accepted additional leg armor.

      “Front line, assemble,” I called.

      Wallace took position in the middle, with Caleb on his right and me on the left. We raised our weapons and stepped through the shimmer blue barrier, Hector and Victoria following close behind.
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      We moved down the tunnel with our weapons raised, moving in step like we practiced on the beach. Victoria scouted the great hall and gave us the go-ahead that it was clear. We moved past the giant dwarven statues, gazing up at the severe stone faces frowning down at us.

      It was a faster journey than last time. We quickly reached the lower level of the cavern and breathed a sigh of relief when Victoria reported that it was empty. The blue flame braziers illuminated the space like before, but there were no lizards or orcs.

      We reached the plateau and found the upper level empty as well. The only change was that the pile of eggs had been removed, and Quezmeth was gone, along with her cage.

      “Could they have abandoned the outpost?” Victoria asked.

      “All the better for us,” I said smoothly. “Let’s move on. We know where we need to go.”

      It was a steep walk up the tunnel. We explained to Caleb that touching the skeleton banners could set off a trap or alarm, while Victoria went ahead and confirmed the next room was clear.

      “I want to go over our strategy,” I said in a hushed tone. “Caleb, you said the boss is a blood shaman, correct?”

      The young sailor nodded. “He put the brand on Tuk’Mout.”

      “Then it’s critical that we stop him from using talents. He will likely stay far in the back and use his guards for protection. Hector, I want you to focus on the boss. Only target his guards if we need the help.”

      Hector nodded. He rolled the shoulder of his good arm, warming up for the battle like a benched baseball pitcher.

      “Victoria, roam the battlefield as you want. Mist should be used to blind the boss or his guards. Ideally, you and Hector kill the boss together while we hold off the rest. Does that sound good to everyone?”

      The party agreed, and Victoria snuck forward to scout.

      She returned minutes later. “The boss room is straight up the next tunnel. It’s like the one at the beginning of the dungeon.”

      “Dwarven design?” I asked.

      She nodded. “No statues, but the other markings are there. Pillars run down either side of the room, and there is a pit in the center. The boss’ throne is at the far end on top of a raised platform. That’s all I could see.”

      “How many guards?”

      “I’m not sure. The boss is on his throne wearing a black robe, and it looked like he had a prisoner with him. The only guards I saw were three red-skinned orcs wearing bone armor. There might be more, though.”

      Hector’s eyebrows lifted in surprise.

      “The boss is exposed,” Wallace said hungrily.

      “We’re ready for this,” I said. “We fought more battles than I can remember in this jungle. This will be our last. We’ll take the boss’ head and claim the dungeon for our own."

      I formed the frontline with Wallace and Caleb, and together we moved quietly up the tunnel.

      “Equip throwing weapons,” I whispered. When it was done, I set a fast pace and led the party into the boss room.

      The boss startled on his throne made of rough-hewn rock. Two white banners hung from the necks of skeletons on either side of him, with a trident symbol sloppily painted on both in blood.

      The boss waved his hand. “Go!” he shouted. He was too far for me to make out the letter blazing over his head, but its blue glow was enough for me to know he was D-rank.

      Four E-rank guards hopped down from the raised platform where he sat and advanced with menacing strides. At the same time, a wrought iron portcullis crashed into the flagstones behind us, blocking the exit.

      “Bastard!” Victoria cried.

      I turned back to the hall and tracked Victoria’s gaze to one of the pillars. Richard stood next to it with his hand on a lever. He smirked and stepped out of sight.

      A cry came from next to the boss, and I caught sight of a starved, pale figure chained to a stone table on the platform. The boss walked over and clenched her shoulder with a wrinkled hand. Holding her still, he drew an obsidian knife a cut a line across her back. The knife disappeared back into his inventory, and he began to chant an invocation. Hearing it, his guards broke into a run.

      The orc guard holding a two-handed club raised it high as he ran, preparing for a devastating swing. Another held a heavy wooden spear with a long obsidian blade. The third dual-wielded obsidian axes. The fourth held no weapon at all, but four giant fangs affixed to his thick wrists jutted out far past his knuckles. He was shorter than the others and thick at the waist.

      Instead of the orange clay that matted the green orcs, these high orcs were marked with swirling tattoos that covered the parts of their skin not shielded by bone armor.

      The four orcs roared, and a flickering red aura appeared, forming an outline around their bodies. I judged it to be a battle fury or bloodlust talent.

      “On my mark!” I shouted, and pulled back my throwing arm.

      A rock flew over my head and smashed into the side of the boss’ platform, and I cast Sniper on Hector to increase his accuracy.

      The guards passed the pit in the middle of the room, and I judged it was ten seconds before we engaged them in hand-to-hand combat.

      “Three!” I shouted.

      Our weapons flew forward, and all of them found a target. The stone cudgel I threw glanced off an orc’s brow. His head jolted back, but he shook off the pain and kept running, a trickle of blood running down his forehead. He opened his mouth and growled, revealing two long fangs jutting up from his bottom row of teeth.

      None of the orcs had been injured by the volley, and their charge continued.

      I desperately cast Mist. The talent appeared a few feet in front of us, just in time for the orcs to run into it, but their charge didn’t falter. My whole body tensed up, and the orc with fist weapons broke through the mist in front of me.

      I lunged forward and speared him in the stomach. The orc roared and stumbled back, taking my spear with him and keeping balance on his muscled legs. He let out a roar and leapt forward, swinging for my face.

      I knew instinctively that I couldn’t parry the attack. I broke the front line and rolled to the side, buying me time to cast Frost Burn on Wallace and Frenzy on Caleb.

      The high orc leapt at me again, and I wasn’t quite fast enough to dodge his attack. The bone fangs attached to his wrist scraped against my ribs and sent me spinning to the floor. He towered above me and raised an arm for the final blow, then stopped as the tip of Victoria's obsidian dagger appeared out the front of his throat.

      The orc stayed upright, coughing up blood. I scrambled to my feet and equipped my spiked club, just in time for one of Hector's rocks to crush the orc's skull and spray me with gore.

      I wiped my eyes clear of blood and took in the battle. Wallace and the orc with the two-handed club circled each other, while Caleb was squared off against the orc with the two axes. Victoria danced back from a swipe of the obsidian-bladed spear.

      I cast Evasion on her, took a step, and felt the steel tip of a weapon pressing against my back.

      “Don’t make a sound,” said Richard, close to my ear. “Move this way. Quickly.” He pushed the tip of his rapier into my back just enough to draw blood.
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      I let my weapon fall to the floor and raised both hands.

      “That’s good,” Richard purred. “This way.”

      He prodded me away from the fighting, to the platform where the dungeon boss shouted the final words of his incantation. No sigil appeared in the air or on the ground, and I thought he had failed. Then Hector cried out from the other end of the hall. Red chains rose from the flagstones at his feet and twisted around his entire body, holding him still. The rock he had been about to throw rolled out his palm, and the boss sat back down in his throne to watch the rest of the battle unfold.

      Richard directed me to stand next to the throne. “You can watch them die.”

      I hardly noticed his words. Victoria had been right about sensing a strong magical presence in the dungeon. Her sensitivity must have been far greater than mine, because only then, standing near the boss, did I feel wave after wave of dreadful energy roiling off of him. The hair stood up on the back of my neck. I wanted to cower and flee. Thankfully, the rapier pressed against my back prevented me from doing anything so cowardly.

      Evasion had worn off, and the orc Victoria dueled drove the blade of his spear through her wrist. She screamed, and her dagger fell from her grip. The orc retracted his spear, spun, and cracked her on the head with the haft of his weapon. He strode confidently to where she lay and hoisted her limp body over his shoulder.

      Wallace held up his shield to block an attack, and it shattered. Pieces of the wood, salvaged from the washed-up dingy, scattered across the flagstones. He shouted in pain, and his shield arm fell slack. The orc knocked him down with a kick to the chest, and then stomped on his weapon arm until he let go.

      Caleb ducked a horizontal swipe of an obsidian-bladed axe, but it was a breath too slow. The weapon grazed his scalp and tore off a length of skin and hair. He staggered backward. The orc broke Caleb’s weapon arm with a vicious roundhouse kick, bounded forward, and grabbed him by his long hair.

      The boss beckoned his guards to return with two fingers, then turned to me. “Not so strong after all,” he rasped. “Many men of mine, you killed. You should have cleared the jungle before coming here. But your kind has always been arrogant.”

      A soft whimper came from the pale figure on the other side of the platform. Long ears and golden hair marked her as an elf. Her spine and ribs pushed tightly against her gaunt frame. She was on her knees, wrists chained to the stone table. I couldn’t see her face, as she had turned away from everything that was happening.

      Victoria was still unconscious when the orc brought her to the platform. Wallace and Caleb were prodded forward by their captors, as Richard had done to me.

      “I told you they would come,” said Richard triumphantly. “I am loyal to you, great master.”

      “That shall be determined,” the boss rasped.

      Richard frowned. “You promised to teach me blood magic. You gave your word.”

      “Quiet, fool,” the orc with the two-handed club snarled. “Shall we throw them in the cave, master?”

      The boss tapped his long black fingernails on the arms of the rough-hewn throne. “No, they will be sacrificed at the capital. You leave immediately. Get there in time for the festival or you’ll lose your feet.”

      The orc captain bowed and equipped a long leather strap. The other guards kept their weapons out while he tied Wallace’s hands behind his back, and then his feet, so he couldn’t move more than a short step at a time. The orc captain did the same to the rest of us, including the elf, and prodded us to a metal door at the other end of the boss room.

      Meanwhile, the orc with the spear equipped a strap of his own and approached Hector. The half-ogre strained with all his might, but the red chains summoned by the shaman held him fast, and he could do nothing to prevent being tied up like the rest of us. He dipped his head in defeat, and the red chains disappeared.

      At the guard’s direction, he shuffled weakly toward the door where the rest of us waited. I wondered what the chains had done to him, because he appeared drained of energy and completely dejected. Then Caleb, Wallace, and I rose up with a ragged cheer when, with a tremendous burst of strength, Hector suddenly shoulder-checked his captor toward the pit. The orc teetered on the edge and managed to steady himself with his spear, but he was too slow, and Hector knocked him down into the abyss.

      The boss rose from his throne. “Bring him to me,” he ordered, and began an incantation.

      Hector shuffled toward the boss as fast as he could, but his arms and feet were still tied, and the orc guards had no trouble knocking his legs out from under him and dragging him onto the stone table on the platform.

      The boss removed a handful of stones from his pocket and laid them out around the perimeter of the table. A single rune had been etched on the front of each of them, in the same style as the runes on the vault door. While that happened, the guards used the chains once fastened to the elf to secure Hector in a spread-eagle position, where he kicked and spat, twisting furiously to be free.

      “Be still, half-blood!” the boss bellowed. He finished his incantation with a clawed hand placed on Hector’s chest. The runes placed around the table glowed red, and Hector screamed as the boss cut a line down his chest.

      I couldn’t watch what was about to happen. I cast Icy Breath, and a moment later I heard the crinkling sound of ice forming around Richard’s feet. I dove forward in a roll and jumped to my feet.

      “Stop him!” Richard shouted.

      I stepped onto the platform and lunged forward, intending to knock over the stone table but stumbling into one of the orc guards instead. A black obsidian axe head pressed against my throat, and I was about to be carried back to the door when the boss intervened. “Stop. Let him watch.” He laughed and cut the last line on Hector’s chest, completing the trident symbol. “There. Now everyone will know that the best slave was taken by Gomrung.”

      A red mist rose from the runes and came together in a cloud above the stone table. Hector’s eyes rolled back in his head, Gomrung gestured with a clawed finger, and the cloud swept over Hector’s face. It found its way inside him through his nose, mouth, and ears until it was all gone.

      “Release him,” Gomrung ordered.

      The chains were removed, but Hector did not stir. Everyone watched in silence until the trident cut into his chest glowed red and he opened his eyes.

      “Rise and join your brothers,” said Gomrung.

      Hector sat up and moved off the table, ignoring the blood running from his open wounds. His gaze swept across the room, passing over our party without recognition.

      Dread settled deep in my stomach, and I simply observed as Hector equipped his club and took position next to one of the guards. He was fully possessed, body and mind, and there was no point in calling out to him.

      Gomrung settled back on his throne. “Tell Vasla you bring the last of the humans, and that another ship was spotted off Great Horn. I’ll need more warriors, if he’s going to summon another storm.”

      So, Vasla summoned the storm that coincided with my arrival, I thought. Now there’s a new ship and new storm, right when I’m leaving. Could it be to bring another aberration?

      The thought lingered in my mind as the orc captain opened the metal door and revealed a shimmering blue barrier. He grunted and pointed his club.

      “Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” I muttered, and exited the dungeon.

      The sudden light of the midday sun temporarily blinded me, and when my vision returned, I found myself on the side of a mountain. I stood on a twisting path that led down the mountain, but I hardly noticed it. We had reached the other side, and far below us, stretching for miles and miles, lay a golden forest that glistened like metal in the sunlight.

      Wallace laughed until his voice was hoarse. “I can’t wait for Victoria to see this.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He shook his head in disbelief and pointed at the forest. “That, my friend, is what we call an elven grove.”

      The pale, famished elf stumbled out of the dungeon after me, and I had to shuffle forward to make room for her. Like me, she was blinded by the sun at first. But when she looked out and saw the golden trees, her face opened into a beautiful smile.

      “Home.” She said the word so softly that I don’t know whether I actually heard it or read it from the movement of her lips. Then a shadow cast over both of us, and her smile went away, replaced by cold hatred as Hector and the last orc stepped next to us and slammed shut the metal door.

      “Get a move on, scum,” the captain growled. “It’s a long way to Lutdor.”
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