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Standing at a street corner, Merrick watched as the prospectors passed by, tromping through the drying mud as they dodged around the creaking carts that carried their cargo to and fro. In many ways, Merrick felt as if he had stepped into an alien world. It was strange, disconnected even, as if a small slice of another place had been shoved into this one. The prospectors had clearly done their best to bring everything they could to this world, making it as close to their own as possible. In the short time he had been waiting outside of the warden’s office, Merrick had seen half a dozen new manatech contraptions, everything from carts to a small flying device that buzzed along behind a well-armored guard. Simply catching sight of them was enough to trigger the warrior’s memories, allowing him to identify not only their rarity but also their use. This, in turn, gave him a clear picture of just how much the prospectors were investing in this world.

There was a deep sense of familiarity in the bustling motion of the prospectors moving past. Merrick had the weirdest sensation that he had been in places like this before. He knew this was the first time he had ever stepped foot in a prospector town, yet the memory of clattering carts and throngs of people rushing this way and that were baked into him. It was strange knowing that if he decided to push into the crowd, his body knew exactly how to pass through it without disturbing a single person. He also knew how to minimize any attention his height and skin color would bring.

Though Merrick wasn’t particularly tall for one of his people, he still stood six and a half feet and as a result towered over most of the prospectors, who rarely broke six feet tall. His lips curled in amusement as he imagined what it would be like if Maro, who was a full foot taller than him, walked among the prospectors. It had been over a year now since he had seen his massive friend, and a pang of homesickness accompanied the memory. That sent his thoughts tumbling toward Sellie, the only member of his tribe with him, who was in the camp outside Coldwater’s thick walls working in Kelly’s, the bar Joseph had brought them to.

It was an odd thing to live with someone else’s memories in his head, odder still as they seemed to be memories of a future time. Memories that would never come to pass if he managed to stop the enemy from overrunning this world. He appeared to have succeeded in the first step, but rather than being able to relax, Merrick could feel a faint tension building in him. The future had changed, of that he was sure, but it didn’t take a genius to realize that even if the scaled beasts who were invading the world were destroyed, the prospectors, and more importantly the Empire behind them, would likely strip any value from this world before moving on.

Though he was currently working with the prospectors, letting them gain control of this world would result in the same level of destruction that he had seen in the visions of the future the Warrior had given him. Unfortunately, the prospectors were a much harder force to deal with. They brought with them many wonderful advancements and types of technology that could benefit Merrick and his people, but the cost was total surrender to the Empire, which would destroy their way of life.

Currently, Merrick was waiting for Joseph to come out of the warden’s office. He had elected to stand outside, as the warden’s office wasn’t very big and there were already half a dozen people crammed inside. Realizing there were a few people paying attention to him, Merrick casually scanned the street. His sharp senses quickly picked up three different individuals. One was a guard, who was eyeing him with open curiosity. Merrick couldn’t blame him, as he wasn’t dressed like any of the other Teresk walking through the city.

Most of the natives who entered the camp outside were wanderers, not affiliated with any particular tribe, still searching for their home, as was the tradition among his people. He had seen a few warriors and even noticed a spirit warrior or two, but he imagined it was quite rare for a human, like the guard staring at him, to have encountered a Teresk dressed like he was. He was still dressed in the clothing he had made during his forced stay in the deep gorge in the northern mountains, and the thick, bristling tufts of wolf fur that peeked from the leather jacket no doubt added to his already intimidating looks.

It didn’t help that Merrick wore his spears on his back. He had inherited them from Barak, his spirit warrior mentor who had died saving him, and their two-foot-long stone blades glinted brightly in the hot afternoon sun. About a hundred feet away from the guard was another figure paying attention to Merrick, seemingly just as curious about his attire. This time it wasn’t a prospector but instead was a man of Merrick’s race, broad across the shoulders, with the sharp-tipped ears and green-tinted skin of Merrick’s people.

He squatted on his heels at the corner of an alleyway, his dark eyes flicking between Merrick and the warden’s office. Dressed in a simple buckskin loincloth, he carried a short cleaver on the back of his belt, and his gaze caused Merrick’s senses to prickle. The look in his eyes was one Merrick knew well, that of a hunter who didn’t want to startle their prey. Merrick didn’t know if he was the one being hunted or if it was someone inside the warden’s office, but he did know that the warrior was on the hunt, and if Merrick’s guess was right, then the third individual who was observing him from the distance, hidden on a nearby rooftop, was likely the hunter’s companion.

Focusing his senses, Merrick leaned back a bit and listened, trying to determine how quickly Joseph and the others would be done. All he heard was muffled discussion, and after a moment of thought, he straightened and stepped out onto the street. Immediately, muscle memory took over, allowing him to pick out the best path through the muddy ruts, dodging carts and people. He could feel the eyes of the hunters following him, but he pretended not to notice as he made his way toward the alley where the Teresk spirit warrior crouched.

Though he never looked directly at him, Merrick saw the crouched hunter rising to his feet, no doubt to put himself in a more advantageous position to strike. At the same time, Merrick began to wonder if he was just imagining the whole thing. He couldn’t think of anyone who would want to attack him, though his experiences over the last few months had given him an increased sense of wariness and a clear understanding that just because he didn’t have a reason didn’t mean others weren’t out to kill him.

Pretending to walk by the alleyway, Merrick intentionally maintained just enough distance between himself and the spirit warrior watching him walk past that he’d have time to react if an attack was launched. For a tense moment he thought it might actually come, as the hunter flexed ever so slightly, but then the moment passed. Deciding to take a chance, Merrick abruptly turned and walked into the alleyway, brushing past the warrior.

The song of the world, though more muted in the city than out in the wilderness, sang deeply in Merrick’s veins, and he could hear the sound of the warrior’s shifting feet as the warrior turned to keep him in sight. Though showing his back didn’t give him any advantage, Merrick continued down the alleyway, only stopping when he heard a whisper of movement behind him. Turning around, he found the warrior had followed him into the alleyway and was now regarding him with a sort of wary curiosity.

“Abur, of the Dark Eagle tribe,” the warrior said bluntly, his voice hoarse.

It was then Merrick noticed the scar on Abur’s neck, a vicious, crawling line that reminded Merrick of the centipedes he had faced off against in the mana mine. Giving Abur a careful look, Merrick lifted his hand to his chest in a warrior’s salute. He could feel a faint sense of suppression coming from Abur and could tell that he was a spirit warrior of considerable strength, though how strong was hard to pinpoint exactly as much of his aura was shrouded, kept carefully hidden.

“Merrick, of the Sky Mountain tribe,” he replied.

A flash of recognition slipped through Abur’s eyes and he seemed to relax slightly. The Dark Eagle tribe was the tribe that controlled the forests to the west of Coldwater, and their hunting grounds resided in between Coldwater and the large mountain range where the Sky Mountain tribe made their home. Though not allies, there hadn’t been any conflicts between the two tribes for generations, which Merrick was thankful for, as otherwise he would have been in for a dangerous fight. Now that Abur had identified Merrick wasn’t a threat, a hint of curiosity overcame him.

“You dress like the foreigners,” he said, gesturing to the pants and coat Merrick wore.

The plains were much warmer than the mountains and the sun’s relentless rays often caused the temperature in the plains to be much higher, so it was unusual to see anyone who wasn’t a prospector dressed like Merrick was. Glancing down at his clothing, Merrick shrugged.

“I spent the winter in the mountains,” he said, offering no other explanation. “Are you on a hunt?”

Abur’s body stilled at the question, and though the warrior didn’t make a move toward the short-handled cleaver on his back, Merrick could almost imagine the knife flying out toward him at any second. His Warrior’s Observation skill was operating at full force, but he found himself having trouble locking onto Abur’s body, as if there was a faint film covering the spirit warrior that masked his actions. Merrick’s eyes narrowed and his body shifted slightly into a more ready stance, but thankfully nothing happened and the faint sense of intimidation coming off of Abur faded. Abur shook his head, causing his long braid to tremble.

“Just scouting. The elders were curious about this new village, so we’ve come to see whether they are friend or foe. You seem comfortable with them. Do you have any insight?”

Realizing that Abur had picked up on the sense of familiarity Merrick felt with the prospectors because of the Warrior’s memories, Merrick’s lips twitched slightly, forming a rueful smile.

“I think they’re both friends and foes,” he said. “They don’t live as we do, and though they are in community, they don’t think about the world that way.”

As he spoke, a greater sense of clarity came to him, bringing with it a wave of dismay at just how different these humans were.

“They think of themselves as individuals, each a tribe unto themselves, and they will operate that way no matter the circumstances.”

For the first time in the conversation, Abur showed true emotion, his brow furrowing as he tried to wrap his head around what Merrick was saying.

“You mean they don’t have tribes?”

“Not as such, no,” Merrick said. “There are many who have strong bonds with their companions, and some value family highly. But as a people, you cannot think of them as a tribe, since they operate with themselves as their main priority.”

Though Abur clearly wanted Merrick to continue explaining, they heard the sounds of footsteps at the entrance to the alleyway, and looking over, Merrick saw another Teresk step into the alleyway, his body tense. This Teresk warrior was thin, his shoulders hunched and dressed just like Abur in a simple deerskin loincloth. He too carried a short-handled cleaver, but it didn’t give off nearly the same sense of danger that Abur’s did.

“The guards grow suspicious,” the thin Teresk said, speaking to Abur, who grunted and gave Merrick a nod.

“It would seem they’re not as blind as we thought. We must go.”

Without another word, he turned, and he and the thin warrior who had stepped into the alleyway quickly vanished, merging into the crowd that continued to rush by outside the alley. A part of Merrick wanted to follow behind them to discover where they were going, but he knew that would put them on their guard so instead he held his position, following them with his senses as long as possible. After he had lost track of them, he waited for a moment more to make sure they had disappeared and then walked to the alleyway’s entrance and glanced toward the warden’s office, where Joseph was talking to the prospector’s association guild master.

Reflecting on the sense of confusion he had felt from both Abur and his companion, Merrick couldn’t help but shake his head. The world was changing at a rapid pace that was too quick to keep up with, and he had a feeling that the changes he could observe were only just beginning. Had he not possessed the Warrior’s memories, he could only imagine how hard it would have been for him to adapt.

“There you are, Merrick,” Joseph said in Teresk when he saw Merrick’s head above the crowd. “Guild Master Roberts here has alerted the warden about the threat, and after hearing my testimony they’ve assured us that they’ll be deploying the World Guard in a few days.”

“Indeed,” Guild Master Roberts said with a wide smile, his translator shifting his words into Teresk as he talked to Merrick. “Thanks to that manastone you brought, this world has been upgraded to level-2 priority. We can’t afford to let the scalies get their grubby claws on manastones of that purity, which means you can expect the World Guard to turn out in force, and soon too. Of course, it’ll be a little bit of time before they can open up a path back into the mountains. I just hope that we’re not too late, and that they’re not entrenched.”

Merrick didn’t say a word, simply listening as the two men talked back and forth. Joseph was fully aware that Merrick spoke common with complete fluency. The guild master, on the other hand, didn’t know Merrick could speak common at all, and Merrick was more than content to keep it that way.

After a bit more chatting, mostly about how they were going to extract the manastones from the mine, the guild master said his goodbyes and headed off, leaving Merrick and Joseph alone on the steps of the warden’s office. Speaking in halting Teresk, Joseph explained what had just happened. Their conversation with the warden had gone smoothly, and Merrick was rather surprised to find that theirs hadn’t been the first report of the enemy.
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Rumors of the scaled beasts had been circulating among the prospectors, though they hadn’t been taken seriously by the warden, as rumors like that always abounded on new worlds. It was only when Joseph swore under oath about his experience that the warden decided it was worth reporting back. That, combined with the assurances of the guild master about the quality of the stone they had turned into the guild, caused the warden to spring into action. The result had been an immediate order from the Empire who had begun the long and complicated process of deploying the World Guard.

“It’ll take a few days for them to get here,” Joseph said, scratching his nose. “In the meantime, we should probably gear up. I lost most of my stuff in my mad rush to escape whoever it was that was hunting my team.”

As he spoke, Joseph didn’t look over at Merrick, his eyes scanning the street instead. Merrick, who didn’t feel embarrassed at all by the veiled jab, just grinned and gestured to the rifles on Joseph’s back.

“You wanted to sell those, right?”

“Yes,” Joseph said. “Come along. We’ll have better luck in here than in the camp outside. But first, we need to go withdraw some funds.”

Rather than head back to the Prospectors’ Exchange, Joseph brought Merrick to a small kiosk on a nearby street where an attendant looked them up in a book, quickly finding their account and handing them a pouch full of bright silver coins. Somehow, their claim and the manastone they had handed over had been recorded in the book, and though Merrick didn’t know how it worked exactly, he was well past being astonished. Taking the pouch, Joseph opened it up and fished out a coin.

“This is an Empire’s silver shilling,” Joseph said, holding up one of the coins for Merrick to see. “We can’t use mana gems to trade for everything, so instead we use these. That manastone we registered is worth almost ten thousand shillings, and the Prospectors’ Exchange will allow us to borrow against it. Ten thousand shillings is enough to live pretty comfortably for a couple of years, so you are officially rich, since half of the money is yours. If there’s anything you want to buy, just let me know.”

A bit surprised at just how valuable the manastone was, Merrick’s mind immediately went to the nine other stones he had in his pack, along with the close to one hundred stones he had buried and the tens of thousands of stones still in the mine. Joseph must have seen the look on his face, because he grinned and winked at Merrick.

“Now you understand why I told you what I did, right? Best to keep it hush hush until we can prove our claim and get a team of miners working.”

Nodding, Merrick followed Joseph as they headed to a nearby store. The building was rather cramped and full of people who squeezed between large stacks of goods and shelves piled to overflowing with all manner of different items. The sign outside had said “General Store,” and Merrick quickly got a sense of why. It appeared that every conceivable tool or piece of equipment that someone could want had been jammed onto the stuffed shelves.

He saw dried goods suitable for travel, clothing, tents, boots, as well as hundreds of different kinds of metal tools. Many seemed highly specialized, but they covered everything a prospector might need. There was logging equipment, mining equipment, items for farming and building homes, along with more specialized equipment Merrick didn’t recognize. There was also a long counter with dozens of mana rifles stacked behind it, and it was here that Joseph took Merrick. As the only Teresk in the store, Merrick drew considerable attention, but he didn’t let it get to him and just followed Joseph quietly.

The attendant behind the long counter glanced over Joseph’s shoulder at Merrick but didn’t remark as Joseph placed the extra rifles on the counter. With a skillful eye, he examined each of them in turn, his gaze lingering on some of the damaged wood on the rifle Merrick had gotten from Dugan.

“You’re lucky the band wasn’t nicked on this one,” the attendant said, tracing a finger over the deep scratch in the wood.

“I mean, I wasn’t planning on firing it,” Joseph said with a chuckle.

“Selling or trading in?” the attendant asked.

“We’re selling.”

“All right, give me a moment to total them up.”

Loitering by the counter, Merrick’s eyes wandered over the weapons stacked up behind it. Most of the rifles looked almost exactly like the ones he and Joseph were trying to sell, and more than one of them looked like it had been through quite a few fights. None of them were particularly impressive, so Merrick quickly turned his attention to another nearby counter where dozens of manatech devices were sitting, watched over by a grizzled old shopkeeper with half-moon glasses. Silently making note of the items he wanted, Merrick turned his attention back to the gun counter as the attendant gave him the price.

“150 shillings,” the attendant said, causing Joseph to scoff.

“150 shillings? You trying to rob me? I could get at least 300 selling them in the camp outside.”

“300? Yeah, right. You see how dinged up these are?”

“Just because they’re dinged up doesn’t mean they don’t fire fine. You even said it yourself. The bands are in good shape.”

“Fine, 200, but that’s as high as I can go. I’ve got a business to run here.”

“200 is barely better than highway robbery.”

With considerable interest, Merrick listened as the two men argued back and forth. It was curious to him that despite the many cultural differences between human and Teresk, haggling seemed to still be the same. Eventually, Joseph managed to get the attendant to agree to 300 shillings in store credit, and from what Merrick could tell, both parties felt as if they had gotten the best of the other. Joseph was clearly pleased with how much he had managed to squeeze out of the attendant, while the attendant was more than happy to trade goods for the much rarer rifles. As the attendant bundled up the guns and carried them into the back, Merrick leaned down.

“I want a map update,” he said quietly, “and one of those spyglasses.”

Slightly surprised, Joseph looked over at the counter where the manatech items were. He stared at them blankly for a moment before seeming to remember that Merrick could actually use manatech.

“Sure,” he said, “we can get some other supplies as well.”

When they eventually left the shop they were close to a thousand shillings poorer, but Merrick had gotten both his map update, which came in the form of a small stone that could be slotted into the manatech map he had, as well as his spyglass, a small brass tube etched with a mana circuit and slotted with a shard of a mana gem. Joseph had elected to purchase a stove and a flask that could generate an endless amount of clean water, both of which Merrick was quite interested in. They had also picked up a number of other items: rope, tents, steel-bladed knives, and hatchets, all of which Merrick carried in a large bundle on his back as they left Coldwater and entered the camp outside.

When they arrived at Kelly’s the bar was bustling, and after dropping their gear off in Joseph’s room, they found a table near the bar and sat down to order some food. Sellie, carrying a massive tray in either hand, walked out of the kitchen, deftly maneuvering between the tables despite carrying more in a single hand than many of the prospectors could manage in two. She grinned widely when she saw them, and after serving all of the food she was carrying she stuck the trays on the bar and came to where Merrick and Joseph were sitting.

“You order food at bar,” she said in broken common, spoken with a slight lisp.

“Wow, impressive,” Merrick said with a smile.

“Thanks. I’m starting to pick up a couple of words here and there, mostly the words for the different sorts of alcohol people drink and this stew, but I imagine it’s going to take a while until I can actually speak with anybody and, you know, hold a conversation.”

“I think you’ll pick it up fast,” Merrick said.

Hearing a shout from the kitchen, Sellie patted Merrick on the shoulder.

“I’ll put an order in for you two, and I’ll be right back.”

That night, as the camp began to quiet down, Merrick found himself unable to sleep. So much had happened in the last few days that his mind was positively thrumming with all the possibilities. Almost instinctively, he pulled up his status.

STATUS

NAME: Merrick

SOUL PATH: Warrior

LEVEL: 3

EXP: 78/80

SKILLS: [6]

Land Strider [1]

Serpent’s Stealth [2]

Mana-Body Modification [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics [1]

Warrior’s Observation [3]

Unspent Skill Points: 0

Major Blessings: 0

Minor Blessings: 1

He was only a couple experience points away from being able to level up once more and currently had six different skills from his Warrior and Snake spirits. He also had one minor blessing available to spend, which would allow him to either unlock a new skill or improve his connection with the song of the world. Idly scrolling through his skills, he checked each one for any changes.

[Warrior’s Observation: The greatest tool a warrior possesses is not his mind or his body, but his eyes. To observe the world as it truly is allows the Warrior to make the best possible choice in the shortest amount of time.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to both observe and anticipate your environment.]

[You have increased your powers of observation, allowing you to better predict threats.]

[You have improved your memory, allowing you to better make connections with things you have observed before.]

[*SKILL MAXED* You have reached the limit of your current capacity with this skill. Continue to level up to increase your capacity.]

[Level: 3]

Even now, Warrior’s Observation was his most important skill and the one that gave him the greatest advantage. He had never imagined that simply being able to process information at a better rate would be so useful, but the reality was that this skill, more than any other, had saved his life dozens of times already.

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech To understand his tools is to multiply his ability to affect the world. The Warrior’s ability to use and create manatech is only as good as his knowledge of it.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to use and maintain manatech tools.]

[Level: 1]

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics Know thyself, know the enemy, know the environment. Armed with these three types of knowledge, the Warrior can accurately predict the course of the battle, ensuring victory.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to plan and execute advanced tactics.]

[Level: 1]

The other two skills he had gotten from his guardian spirit were both more aimed at unlocking portions of the Warrior’s memories he had inherited, and while they were useful, Merrick found the skill he had developed on his own much more interesting.

[Mana-Body Modification You have permanently altered your body with mana, making the impossible a reality.]

[Modifications: Right Palm - Mana Circuit, Left Palm - Mana Circuit]

[You have reached the maximum number of modifications your body can accept. Increase the level of your skill to unlock more modification slots.]

[Level: 1]

Merrick could still remember just how painful it had been to modify his palms with the pure mana contained in the swiftly flowing river buried deep in the manastone mine, but he didn’t regret doing it at all. The ability to use manatech weapons opened up a world of possibilities for him, and he was already starting to consider what he was going to do when he upgraded his skill level and got access to more slots.

Under the Warrior skills were the two skills he had picked up from Snake. After unlocking Snake as a Great Spirit with the major blessing he had earned at the third level, Merrick had chosen two different skills, both of which were quite powerful.

[Serpent’s Stealth: To remain unseen is to gain the greatest advantage. Snake moves silently from place to place, hidden by her environment.]

[You have learned to move unseen, avoiding the eyes and ears of others.]

[You have learned to naturally blend in with your environment when you remain still, becoming nearly invisible.]

[Level: 2]

[Land Strider: If a path exists, Snake can take it, and where no path exists, Snake can make one. You have learned to move unhindered across any landscape.]

[Your muscles have been optimized to maintain a consistent speed no matter where you travel.]

[Level: 1]

Closing his eyes, Merrick sensed his connection with the song of the world. It was fainter than he would have liked, muted slightly by his surroundings, but it was still there, playing around him and through him. Ever since he had spent one of his minor blessings to strengthen his connection with the song of the world, he had been able to hear it more clearly.

In truth, Merrick didn’t actually know what improving his connection with the song of the world would do, though he had a sneaking suspicion it was vitally important for him. In his memories, he had seen how the Warrior wielded the song of the world, using it to empower himself. Though he was tempted to spend it right away, after reflecting on it for a little while, Merrick decided to keep the blessing. It wasn’t as if it would vanish, and currently he only had one new skill he could unlock. As he had already unlocked all of the Warrior’s skills, he could feel himself facing a threshold, as if shifting from level 3 to level 4 would be a significant occasion. He didn’t know if other skills would appear when he did, and even if they didn’t, he felt that he could always spend the blessing on deepening his connection with the song of the world if he got into a pinch.

He was still staring at his status when sleep overtook him, causing him to fall into a fitful dream where he walked through a vast, mist-filled building. Large pillars, so wide it would take a dozen of him to encircle them, rose from the stone floor beside him, vanishing into the darkness above, and as he wandered aimlessly through the darkness, he could feel a powerful presence in the distance. The closer he got, the stronger the presence became until it seemed to drown out everything else around him. It was both terrifying and comforting, and as he passed between two final pillars he found himself in a wide-open courtyard facing a massive snake whose titanic body could have encircled his old village twice.
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Being stared at by a giant serpent was a new experience for Merrick, and even though he could feel an aura of intense danger surrounding the creature, there was also a sense of connection, something binding him and the serpent together. That bond was confirmed when, a moment later, the snake spoke.

“You are my chosen. Come and find me.”

The words, spoken with a hiss, rumbled through Merrick, branding themselves onto his soul and awakening a faint sense of urgency in his heart. It was a command that couldn’t be ignored, and it jerked Merrick out of his dreaming state. Sitting up suddenly in his bedroll, Merrick could feel the sweat soaking his blanket, chilling his skin where the cool night breeze brushed up against him. With visions of the massive snake dancing in his mind, he doubted he would be able to get back to sleep, and a quick glance at the sky outside the window showed him that dawn was soon approaching.

Sliding out of his blankets, he walked on quiet feet to the door and slipped out of the shack where he, Joseph, and Sellie were staying. Spring was quickly giving way to summer, but that didn’t make the breeze any less cool and goosebumps quickly formed on his skin, causing him to shiver. Standing in the darkness, Merrick ignored the chill and focused his thoughts inward, where he felt a faint tug that seemed to urge him to head west.

It was a strange feeling, as if a thin string had been tied around him and was continually pulling him in that direction. The giant serpent he had seen in his dream was undoubtedly Snake, the new Great Spirit he had unlocked not too long ago. He didn’t know how common it was for Snake to appear to those she blessed, and there wasn’t really anyone he could ask either. If only he knew where his village had gone, he would be able to ask the elders, but finding them would take time, time he could ill afford.

With a sigh, he shook himself free from useless thoughts and closed his eyes, beginning to breathe as Barak had taught him all those months ago. Standing in the darkness as he quietly meditated, Merrick’s body began to merge with the night. The song of the world grew around him, and he heard a new melody, thin at first but growing more insistent as he focused his attention on it. It was Snake’s call, and by following it, Merrick suddenly knew it would lead him straight to her.

For the next few hours, Merrick remained in place, breathing quietly as he absorbed mana in the early morning light. The sun had just peeked over the horizon when Sellie slipped out of the doorway behind him. She took a moment to look around, her brow furrowing slightly until she caught sight of Merrick.

“Good morning,” he said, and with a yawn, she returned his greeting.

“I’ve got to get over to the bar,” she said, rolling the unfamiliar word on her tongue. “Kelly said she was busiest during the mornings.”

“We’ll be over for breakfast soon,” Merrick replied, and with a nod Sellie sped off, heading toward the ramshackle building that served as Kelly’s bar in the distance.

With his meditation interrupted, Merrick didn’t bother trying to restart, and instead he went out back where there was a small, open area, mostly hidden from the views of the passersby by the makeshift buildings that served as rooms. Walking into the middle of the open area, Merrick settled into his first stance and began moving through his forms.

As he moved, he imagined many of the enemies he had faced in the past. The most dangerous of them had been the wolves, or maybe the giant centipedes, and it was these animals that he envisioned as he spun and struck, his hands moving with lightning speed as he imagined holding his spears. His movement was quick, and he slid from one stance into another, never staying still for more than a fraction of a moment.

As he fought against invisible foes, beads of sweat began to appear on his skin, and by the time he finished, he found himself absolutely soaked. Hearing some light clapping from the side, he looked over and saw Joseph standing there, grinning at him.

“I didn’t know you liked dancing, but you’re pretty good at it,” Joseph said with a grin.

“Even better with blades in hand,” Merrick replied, flashing a smile that revealed his canines.

“Well, I’m hungry,” Joseph said. “Shall we get some breakfast?”

“Let me clean myself off first,” Merrick replied, using his hand to wipe some of the sweat from his forehead.

Each of the rooms Kelly rented out came with a massive barrel that could be used for bathing or washing, and after filling it with freezing cold water from the well, Merrick stripped down and jumped in, shivering slightly as he submerged himself in the icy water. The cold took his breath away and brought sharp clarity to his mind. Using his hands, he scrubbed his skin, washing the sweat from it.

Joseph, who had gone back into the room, emerged a few moments later and tossed something toward him. It was a small square, and as Merrick caught it it suddenly turned slippery, nearly escaping from his grasp. Afraid he’d actually crush the fragile lump, he did his best to hold it in his hand as he looked at Joseph questioningly.

“That’s soap,” Joseph said. “You can use it to clean yourself.”

Lifting it to his nose, Merrick sniffed. It smelled faintly of honey and some sort of flower he had never encountered. With a frown, he shook his head and tossed it back to Joseph, who failed to catch it, causing it to fall to the ground.

“No thank you,” Merrick said. “That scent will stick to my skin, make it easier for people to find me.”

Taken aback, Joseph reached down and grabbed the soap off the ground, trying in vain to brush some of the dirt from it.

“But don’t you want to smell good?”

Sniffing at his skin, Merrick shrugged.

“I smell fine, and going around smelling like honey is a good way to attract bears. I’d rather not, thank you.”

Scratching his head, Joseph shrugged and took the soap back inside as Merrick emerged himself fully in the water, rinsing out his long hair. When he was finished with his bath, he jumped out, toweled himself off, and put his pants back on before spending a few minutes wringing out his hair and re-braiding it. He felt much better after the bath, and his skin glowed in the bright morning light.

“All right,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Time for some breakfast.”

As they headed toward Kelly’s, Merrick’s sharp ears heard a faint shout. Recognizing Sellie’s voice, his eyes narrowed and his stride lengthened. As he headed for the front door, stepping out of the bright sunlight into the darker room, it took his eyes a brief moment to adjust. But when they did, he saw Sellie standing in the middle of the room, a plate of food lying smashed at her feet. Nearby was an overturned chair, and a prospector lay groaning on the ground. Many of the prospectors at the tables nearby had pushed themselves back, forming a wide circle around Sellie. It only took a moment for Merrick to realize what was going on when he saw the prospector’s arm bent at an unnatural angle. There was a clatter from the kitchen as Kelly rushed out, soap suds still dripping from her hands.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

Merrick watched curiously as Sellie spoke without ever taking her eyes off of the prospector, who was starting to sit up, clutching at his arm.

“He touched me, without my permission,” she said, her voice calm, frowning.

Kelly looked at the prospector, a large man well over six feet tall, and then at Sellie. Though short for a Teresk, Sellie was still 6’1” and was built with the muscular frame that every member of her people possessed. Hearing some murmurs from the crowd of prospectors watching, Kelly turned to one of them.

“Did you see what happened, Harry?”

“Sure did,” Harry said, swallowing the food he had been chewing. “That bloke got a bit fresh and patted Missy here on the butt as she walked by. She turned around and snapped his arm with a slap.”

Merrick scanned the crowd and saw many of them nodding along, confirming what Harry was saying. The shock must have worn off, because the big prospector struggled to his feet, his face white and teeth clenched as he clutched at his arm.

“You broke my arm,” he snarled, his voice laced with pain.

He was heavy, nearly twice as wide as Sellie and a few inches taller, but despite his attempts to tower over her, she held her ground, staring at him calmly.

“You made me drop my plate,” she replied, pointing down at the shattered porcelain at her feet, “and I didn’t say you could touch me.”

Opening his mouth to reply, the prospector must have seen the look on Kelly’s face, because he didn’t say whatever he had been about to. Instead, he just glared at Sellie with a fierce expression. Walking across the room to stand at Sellie’s side, Kelly pointed at the door.

“Get out,” she said, her voice curt. “We don’t serve your kind here.”

“You’re going to take this savage’s side over mine?” the prospector asked, fury blazing in his eyes as he turned to Kelly, almost a foot shorter than the large prospector.

Kelly didn’t look intimidated at all, and Merrick noticed how her hand strayed down toward the edge of her apron. It was then he noticed the slight bulge and realized she probably had a pistol tucked away in her skirt.

“You have five seconds to get out of here,” Kelly replied, and then, without missing a beat, began counting down. “Five, four...”

“Fine, but you and this green-skinned hussy are going to regret this,” the man snarled.

His threat was weakened considerably by the fact that he turned and bolted, nearly knocking over another table as he rushed out of the room. Merrick considered staying in his position at the door, but the look in Kelly’s eyes told him that she would shoot as soon as the count got to zero, and he didn’t want to be responsible for the man’s death. So he stepped aside, noting the furious glare the prospector sent his way as he lunged through the doors.

“Sorry about the plate,” Sellie said to Kelly in the stillness that followed the prospector’s exit.

“Don’t worry about it,” Kelly said with a sigh, shaking her head. “It comes with the territory. Are you okay?”

Cocking her head to the side, Sellie looked genuinely confused.

“I’m fine,” she said. “I’m not the one whose arm was broken.”

Taking a long look at her, Kelly nodded and then headed back into the kitchen. As the prospectors got back to their breakfasts, Merrick walked over and crouched to begin helping Sellie clean up the plate and food.

“What happened?” he asked quietly, sensing there was more to the story than Sellie was letting on.

After glancing toward the kitchen, as if to check that Kelly was out of earshot, she shrugged.

“He was in here last night and said some unpleasant things,” she said. “I tried to avoid him, but it didn’t work so well. So when he touched me, I broke his arm.”

“Good,” Merrick replied. “Serves him right.”

Joseph had already found a seat, and Merrick joined him after the floor had been wiped up. It wasn’t long before they were digging into their breakfast, a hearty meal of meat, bread, and a warm broth. Just as they were finishing, Merrick’s ears picked up the rush of feet outside, and with a frown he pushed himself back in his chair. Joseph, glancing up, must have seen something in his expression, because he quickly put down the piece of bread he was dipping in his soup and lunged to his feet, startling many of the prospectors, who were still eating. Before anyone could say anything, the door slammed open and half a dozen men barged in. Leading them was the large prospector, still clutching his bent arm. Sellie was in the middle of clearing one of the tables and froze for a moment as the prospector pointed straight at her.

“There she is. She’s the one who broke my arm,” he snarled, and one of his companions, who looked almost exactly like him, grinned and began to walk toward Sellie.

This new prospector was a few inches taller and a few inches wider than the prospector whose arm Sellie had broken, and it was clear from his ugly grin that he wasn’t there for a friendly exchange. Merrick, who had shifted in his seat to be able to get up quickly, glanced at Sellie, trying to gauge her feelings. His instinct was to jump forward and throw himself into the inevitable fight. At the same time, interfering in a spirit warrior’s battle without their request could be counted as a mark of disrespect. The faint sense of panic he read in Sellie’s eyes settled the issue for him, and in one smooth motion he stood up and spun his chair across the floor, straight into the advancing prospector’s path.

Joseph, taking his cue from Merrick, lunged forward as well, his fist catching the prospector with the broken arm on the jaw, laying him out flat. Stumbling over the chair Merrick had thrown into his way, the large prospector glanced up just in time to see Merrick’s hand coming for his throat. With a loud yell, he threw up his elbow, knocking Merrick’s hand aside even as he crushed the chair under him. The strength and speed the prospector displayed was abnormal, and Merrick could sense the faint eddies of power radiating from him, generated from something the prospector wore on his chest.

Merrick had no idea what it was that was improving his opponent’s abilities, but he did know it wasn’t a good idea to give the man time to regain his balance so he pressed forward, his foot lashing out at the man’s ankle. Clearly an experienced fighter, the prospector stepped over the attack, his hand reaching for his belt to emerge with a gleaming knife.

For a moment, Merrick was tempted to draw his own blade and simply run the man through, but that seemed like a bad idea, so instead he took a step back, retreating just out of the knife’s range as the prospector stabbed toward his chest. Even as the knife was withdrawn, Merrick was moving forward with it, his hand locking around the prospector’s wrist.
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As he jumped forward, driving an elbow into the prospector’s solar plexus, there was a sharp crack and a muffled groan as he felt the prospector’s shoulder dislocating. Squeezing down tightly on the prospector’s suddenly limp wrist, he swept the man’s feet and shoved, driving him to the ground as he pulled the knife from the prospector’s grasp. Too late, he realized another prospector had stepped forward, picking up a chair to smash into his head. Just before it landed, however, a plate came arcing through the air, catching the man in the throat and causing him to fall backward with a strangled gasp.

Merrick stepped over the body of the downed prospector and saw another plate flying into the crowd of enemies, striking another prospector in the side of the head with pinpoint accuracy. He realized it had been Sellie who had thrown it from behind him. Now holding his opponent’s blade in one hand, Merrick strode forward, throwing himself into the remaining prospectors. It only took a few swift blows to send them sprawling. A moment later, he stood over the crowd of groaning men, his expression fierce.

A moment later, Kelly burst from the back of the bar. Her eyes took in the shattered chairs and the six men lying on the ground. Furious, she stormed forward, kicking one of them to the side as he tried to struggle up to his feet.

“Get them out of here,” she snarled.

A dozen of the patrons all stood up from their chairs, cheerfully grabbing the men and throwing them through the doors into the street outside. After the last man had been evicted, Kelly walked onto the porch, her expression fierce.

“If I see any of your faces within a block of my establishment, I’m putting a beam through your skull. Got it?”

Without waiting to see how they would respond, she spat onto the dirt next to the leader of the group, whose arm Merrick had dislocated. She then turned on her heel and walked back into the bar.

“I can’t believe he came back,” she grumbled. “When will people learn?”

Seeing Merrick, who was trying to pick up the shattered remains of the chair, she frowned.

“Somebody’s got to pay for that chair,” she said, glaring at Merrick and then Joseph in turn. “I don’t care who it is, but the money better be on my bar by this afternoon.”

“Hey, it’s not our fault they started a fight,” Joseph said.

With an angry snort, Kelly just shook her head and walked into the back. With a slight smile, Joseph turned and winked at Sellie.

“Don’t tell her about the plates,” he said in a whisper, “otherwise she’ll charge me double and I’ll go broke.”

“I heard that,” came a yell from the back, causing the room to erupt into laughter.

As things settled down, Merrick reflected on how quickly everything seemed to return to normal. Among his people conflict wasn’t common, and any time a fight did break out it was usually deadly. Here, however, the prospectors seemed to treat what had just happened with complete indifference. At the same time, he couldn’t help but feel uneasy, and it was clear from the way Sellie kept glancing at the door that she felt the same. He chalked it up to a difference in cultures and did his best to push the incident out of his mind. However, what had happened continued to weigh on him, and he could tell Sellie was growing more uncomfortable with the camp as well.

Though Merrick gathered attention, Sellie had it worse. She was taller than most of the prospectors and presented a striking figure with her green skin and dark blue hair. Though most of the prospectors seemed respectful enough, there were those who looked at her with a clear ulterior motive, and Merrick could only imagine how frustrating that must be.

After a few days had passed, he talked it over with Sellie, and they decided it would be a better idea to leave the town and camp in the wilderness outside. Merrick had spent the last few days searching for information about Vale Gorgon, the man responsible for Barak’s death, but he hadn’t been able to find anything concrete. According to the rumors, Vale likely wasn’t in this world at all, having returned to the Gorgon Company’s headquarters. Though it was frustrating that Vale was out of reach, Merrick was confident he would return once again, as the mine he had tried to claim was too valuable to leave unworked. When he went to talk to Joseph about his thoughts, the prospector wasn’t very happy about it.

“What do you mean you want to leave? The World Guard is about to arrive, and when they do we might be able to carve a path back into the mountains.”

Hesitating for a moment, Merrick nodded.

“I know, but neither of us feel quite at home in the camp. I’m not planning on going far, just camping at the edge of the mountain. You’ll be passing that way with the World Guard, so maybe we can join up again there.”

“Just stick it out for one more day,” Joseph said. “The World Guard should be arriving any moment now, and they’ll be looking for scouts to lead them into the mountains. I’ve already said we’d assist them.”

This was the first that Merrick had heard about such a thing, and as he frowned Joseph hurried to reassure him.

“The only way we’re going to get back to that gorge is if we go with the World Guard. We’ll need them to break the scalies’ defensive line. No doubt those monsters are swarming all over the mountains as they begin to dig their tunnels. The only way we’re going to be able to shift them is with the World Guard’s help, and since we’re scouting, we can make sure we’re the first ones to get to the gorge, which will allow us to stake our claim. Here, take this.”

Reaching into his bag, Joseph pulled out a simple metal stake with strange symbols carved all over it.

“If you plant this at the location we picked, it will prove our claim. I’ve had a couple made, so whether you or I get there first it won’t matter, but this will ensure that nobody’s allowed to mine on our property.”

There was something in Joseph’s voice that gave Merrick pause, and as he took the metal spike he looked at the prospector with a narrowed gaze.

“Is something happening?”

Swallowing nervously, Joseph nodded.

“Word has somehow begun to leak that there’s a mine there,” he said. “I don’t think it’s a member of the Prospectors’ Exchange, though it could be, but if we don’t make it back and prove our claim, others could lock us out by claiming all of the land around it and then denying us access.”

“That doesn’t seem fair,” Merrick said.

With a shrug, Joseph closed up his bag.

“It’s not fair. But then again, very little in life is. The long and short of it is that we’ve got to get there fast, and the fastest way to do that is with the World Guard.”

“Isn’t that dangerous?” Merrick asked. “We’ll be going up against the scaled beasts directly.”

“Sure, but do we have another choice?”

“We do,” Merrick replied with a grin. “We could forget about the mine, let other people fight over it.”

“Are you crazy?” Joseph asked. “And give up the biggest fortune I’ve ever laid eyes on? Absolutely not.”

There was part of Merrick that simply wanted to walk away and head through the mountains, following the path the song of the world sang to him, but he knew that Joseph was right. The manastone mine they had discovered would undoubtedly prove of tremendous importance if he wanted to keep the scaled beasts from overrunning the world. It didn’t sit quite comfortably with him that the Empire would get their hands on it, but some benefit was better than no benefit, particularly while he was trying to figure out how owning the mine could help his people.

After talking it over with Sellie, they agreed to stay for one more day. Later that afternoon, the World Guard arrived in grand style. It started with a loud clanging sound as the bells atop the Warden’s Tower in Coldwater City began to ring. Merrick was sitting outside Kelly’s Bar when he heard the bells tolling and almost immediately he felt the song of the world surging, carrying with it the scent of a storm. He could feel mana beginning to gather in the distance, pulled along in eddies and surges toward Coldwater. Then there was a loud crack and the world went silent for a moment, as if the song had somehow been severed. The feeling sent a shiver down Merrick’s spine, and for a single dreadful moment he felt lost. That moment passed quickly, however, and the song surged back to life. In the distance, he could see a crackling beam of energy rising into the air.

Soon, scores of humans began to pour through the gate of Coldwater City, marching through the camp outside as prospectors gathered to watch on either side of the street, Joseph, Merrick, and Sellie among them. As they watched, they saw hundreds and then thousands of soldiers, tromping through the mud toward the wilderness outside the city. The soldiers were like nothing Merrick had ever seen before. Each wore the same sort of clothing, thick pants and coats covered in metallic plates. Their garb offered protection to their vital areas without restricting their freedom of movement. On their backs, they carried large packs that included bedrolls and tents, and each held a mana rifle with a shorter-than-normal barrel in their hands. On their left forearms they carried small round shields, and short swords with a leaf-shaped blade were sheathed at their waists.

An intense feeling of nostalgia rolled over Merrick as he watched their orderly steps. He felt, if he closed his eyes, that he would be right there with them, his feet hitting the ground at exactly the same time as theirs. He felt as if he could hear the sound of their breaths, unified as they marched in lockstep. The sound caused the muscles in his legs to twitch involuntarily, wanting to drive him forward to join them. Suppressing the feelings that rose, Merrick heard Sellie’s gasp and quickly opened his eyes. Behind the first battalion of humans came a smaller group, only a dozen strong. As soon as he saw them, Merrick spoke softly.

“Emmerich.”

Hearing his whisper, Joseph turned and looked at him with some surprise.

“You know of the Emmerich?” With a chuckle, Joseph shook his head. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. You know all sorts of things.”

“What are Emmerich?” Sellie asked, her eyes still on the tall lizard people marching along in the midst of the human army.

Merrick scratched his nose.

“They’re a race who come from another world,” he said. “They serve as an elite unit and fight for the imperial family.”

“Seeing them here is a good sign though,” Joseph added. “It means the Empire is paying close attention to this world. There aren’t many of them, and they’re only deployed in times of dire need. The fact that a dozen of them came means the Empire really doesn’t want to lose this world.”

Just then, one of the Emmerich looked over, meeting Merrick’s gaze. There was a flash of something Merrick couldn’t quite place in the lizard man’s eyes and Merrick felt a slight chill. His shoulders hunched instinctively, as if his fight-or-flight instincts were kicking in, and Merrick had to forcefully stop himself from stepping back. The Emmerich warrior’s gaze passed on quickly and the moment passed, but Merrick could feel a lingering tightness in his chest that made him quite uncomfortable.

By the time the entirety of the World Guard had left the city Merrick estimated that there were close to 10,000 of them, and they spread out in the wide plain on the western side of the city between Coldwater and the mountain range. With incredible efficiency, they pitched camp, and it wasn’t long before Joseph was leading Merrick through the orderly tents to where the scouts were being recruited. There, he gave one of the soldiers sitting behind a small table a paper. After examining it, the soldier nodded and asked them for their names, recording them in the book on the table in front of him.

“You’ve been assigned as advance scouts,” he said, producing two small ribbons. “You’ll want to wear these so you can be identified. You’ll be assigned to Captain Carson of the Winter Wind Brigade. We’ll be moving out within the next 24 hours, so report to him as soon as you can.”

As they left, Merrick felt somewhat disgruntled. There was something rather terrifying about being surrounded by a massive army, and he couldn’t help but imagine the World Guard as a massive beast, biding its time until it could devour everything around it. Thanks to the memories he had inherited from the Warrior, he knew that was exactly what the World Guard was. While its mission on the surface was to fight against the scaled beasts wherever they were, the World Guard had a secondary and no less important mission issued by the imperial family itself. Wherever the World Guard went, it firmly established the presence of the Empire, never giving ground.

Though calling the World Guard to this world had been the right choice, Merrick knew it was no different than inviting a jaguar to protect them from wolves. Still, there was nothing he could do about it at the moment, so he pushed his worries aside and focused on what was in front of them. They met Captain Carson at the Winter Wind’s command tent. The captain was short, barely five and a half feet tall and almost as wide as he was tall. He wore heavier-than-normal armor and had a massive, bushy beard. A gigantic axe rested next to him, and his hands were so thick they looked like they could crush stone. Looking Merrick and Joseph over, Captain Carson’s gaze was hard.

“You’re the two volunteers?” he asked, his tone slightly skeptical.

“Yes, sir,” Joseph replied, saluting.

With a grunt, Captain Carson nodded.

“We’ll be in the vanguard as we advance into the mountains,” he said, “and since the two of you know the terrain better than any of our scouts do, you’ll be responsible for keeping them on track. Don’t want anybody getting lost. Our primary responsibility is to anticipate enemy attacks, so keep your eyes peeled and don’t engage. Make sure you can return to the camp to warn the others. Letting us know about the presence of the enemy is much more important than actually killing them.”

Pausing, he patted the giant axe next to him.

“We’ll worry about that. Am I clear?”

“Yes, sir,” Joseph said.

Merrick hadn’t spoken at all up until this point, and Captain Carson turned to look at him with a frown.

“What about you? Do you speak common?”
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“Yes,” Merrick replied.

“So you get what I’m saying?”

“I do.”

His calm answers seemed to unsettle the captain, who was clearly used to dealing with people who knew and followed military protocol. Merrick, though he knew full well that he should be adding “sir” to his words, felt strangely resistant to speaking respectfully to the captain. He wasn’t sure if it was because the Warrior in his memories had been of a higher rank, or if it was just because he resented the presence of the World Guard in his world. But regardless, he thought it would be okay if he played the silly savage. Captain Carson clearly didn’t expect anything else, because after a moment he gave a curt nod and turned back to Joseph.

“Be ready to go tomorrow at first light. We’ll move out early.”

“Yes, sir,” Joseph said, quickly saluting, as if that might make up for Merrick’s lack of respect.

With a grunt, Carson waved one of his thick hands, dismissing them, and Joseph and Merrick slowly made their way back toward the city. Along the way, they ran into two of the Emmerich. The tall lizard men stood at close to seven feet in height, though Merrick knew that if they straightened up they would be closer to eight feet. As it was, they walked with a slightly hunched-over gait, their long, tooth-filled snouts balanced by heavy tails that extended from their tailbones. They wore heavy armor, weighing over a hundred pounds, and still moved with the ease of natural born predators. Large, round shields hung on their backs, and each carried a long spear as well as numerous shorter daggers. Joseph pulled Merrick to the side as the Emmerich stalked past, but Merrick caught one of them glancing toward him from the corner of his eye. In their strange hissing language, the one who had glanced at him turned to his companion.

“The natives of this world look strong, they will make for a good hunt.”

How he knew what the Emmerich was saying, Merrick didn’t know, and as the words registered he failed to stop the flash of anger that burst forth in his heart, causing his aura to flare. Both of the lizardmen felt it clearly and spun to face him, their spears lowering until the tips pointed at his throat.

Joseph, completely caught off guard, shrieked and scrambled backward, his hand going to the pistol at his belt. Merrick, wishing he had his pistols, kept very still. He could feel both of the Emmerich were locked onto him and knew that if he made any quick movements they would undoubtedly strike. He was under no illusions that he’d be able to win a fight against either of them, let alone both as they gave him the same feeling that Elder Gorik, the head elder of his tribe, gave him—the feeling that if he so much as twitched, he would end up dead.

Sensing a bit of confusion in the Emmerich’s gaze, Merrick did his best to project calmness. For a long, tense moment, the standoff continued. More and more soldiers were beginning to gather around, curious as to what was going on.

“Did he understand our words?” one of the Emmerich asked the other in his hissing voice.

“Unlikely,” the other replied, “but maybe you’re getting sloppy and he sensed your killing intent.”

With a low hiss, the first Emmerich shook his head and lifted his spear, straightening up from his crouch. A moment later his companion did as well, and after giving Merrick a long look, they turned and walked away, leaving Joseph clutching his chest.

“Well, that was terrifying,” he said. “What in the Emperor’s name was that about?”

Merrick watched the two lizardmen leave, and with a shrug he began to walk out of the camp without addressing Joseph’s question.

“Let’s go,” he said, forcing Joseph to break into a run to catch up with his long strides.

The sense of danger Merrick was feeling was beginning to grow, and that night when he felt someone spying on him from afar, Merrick decided he’d had had enough. Waiting until everyone was asleep, Merrick slipped out of the house, pausing in the shadows outside the door to try and determine where the enemy was hiding. A moment later he heard a faint whisper behind him, and glancing over his shoulder saw Sellie slipping out the window. On silent feet, he approached her, getting within arm’s reach before she noticed he was there. Her eyes went wide and her dagger rose, stopping just before she stabbed toward his chest.

“Is something wrong?” he asked quietly.

Sellie nodded.

“Somebody’s been watching me all day,” she said, “and I’m sick of it.”

“You and me both,” Merrick replied. “Shall we go say hi?”

Sellie nodded and the two of them slipped into the night, passing quietly through the streets as they headed for the location where Merrick thought their watchers might be. There was a small building two streets over, with an exterior staircase that led up to a flat roof. Though Merrick hadn’t actually seen anyone on the roof, when he tapped into the song of the world it seemed to suggest the gaze was coming from this direction, and this appeared to be the most accessible vantage point.

Signaling for Sellie to stop half a block away, at the corner of a street that gave her clear line of sight to the rooftop, Merrick continued by himself, relying on his stealth skill to move unseen through the night. When he made it to the stairs, he heard a whisper of movement above and paused for a moment, waiting for the moon to pass behind a cloud.

There was only a sliver of moon in the sky, and the weak rays it cast were often obscured by thick clouds, making it easy for Merrick to work his way around the dimly flickering mana lamps spread sporadically in front of the buildings and tents in this part of the camp. Once the moon was covered, he slowly snuck forward, his feet carrying him in absolute silence. Creeping up the stairs, he made sure to test each step before putting his full weight on it, not wanting to alert those above with any creaking. When he was a few steps from the top, he heard another whisper of movement and then a gruff voice.

“What are we waiting for? They should all be asleep by now.”

“Hush.”

“Oh, come on. Are you really afraid they’re going to hear us from this far away? We could be throwing a party up here and they wouldn’t have any clue.”

“I said hush.”

There was a long moment of silence. The second voice spoke again.

“Does everybody have their gear? We’re gonna have to be quick. Try not to fire your weapons if you can. We’re getting paid good money for that Joseph, so make sure he stays alive.”

“What about the other two?” a third voice asked, and Merrick recognized it as the voice of the prospector whose arm Sellie had broken a few days before.

“I don’t care what happens to them. Our client doesn’t want savages. They want the prospector.”

“Good. Well, I claim dibs on the woman.”

There was a low chuckle, and Merrick felt his blood boil. Rather than rush forward, however, he retreated, waiting at the turn in the staircase until he heard the group up above shifting. Warrior’s Observation was operating in full force, and he could tell from the sound that there were five people on the roof above him.

Just before they began making their way down the steps, Merrick turned and vaulted over the edge of the staircase, dropping silently onto the ground below. He knew Sellie was watching from a distance, but there wasn’t time to speak to her, so he only hoped she would see what was happening and act appropriately.

He waited for ten seconds and then heard the sound of feet on the steps above him. One by one, the prospectors made their way down the stairs, and when the last was just taking the turn on the stairs, Merrick moved. His legs tensed and he leapt upward, his hands grasping the railing of the staircase as he pulled himself up and over, coming face to face with a stunned prospector.

Before the man could let out his startled yelp, Merrick had vaulted the railing and his hand wrapped tightly around the prospector’s throat. There was a soft crack as the prospector’s neck snapped. Though the sound was quiet, the other prospectors heard it clearly and quickly turned, only to find the body of their companion slamming into them, sending them tumbling down the stairs.

Merrick was on them a moment later, his dagger flashing as he plunged it into one of the men’s necks. That left three others, who were quickly scrambling away to try and free their tangled limbs. Leaving his knife buried in one of the prospector’s throats, Merrick reached down and grabbed the knife sheathed at the dying prospector’s waist, ripping it free and lunging toward one of the three remaining enemies.

Two of the prospectors, having gotten some semblance of balance back, both turned to attack Merrick, while the third scrambled to his feet and broke into a sprint, letting out a short yell. There was a hiss and a thud as a knife came flying out of the darkness, stabbing deep between the prospector’s eyes. Recognizing the throw, Merrick felt a sense of relief washing over him. Sellie had clearly seen what was going on and acted accordingly, but he had no time to dwell on it as the two prospectors met him in close combat.

The first prospector had drawn his own knife, and now he slashed at Merrick’s arms as the other dove for Merrick’s legs in a low tackle. Halting his forward motion, Merrick continued his thrust while lifting his knee, slamming it into the diving prospector’s face. The blow caused the prospector to grunt and fall to the side, clutching his nose as Merrick reversed on the dagger he had grabbed and jerked his hand back, stabbing the point of it into his opponent’s forearm.

Letting out a surprised gasp, the prospector dropped his knife and tried to retreat, only to find Merrick lunging forward once more. Tearing the tip of his dagger free from his opponent’s arm, Merrick slashed, slicing through the prospector’s throat, ducking at the same time to avoid the spray of blood. Turning neatly on his heel, Merrick dropped to the ground, the dagger he held plunging into the fallen prospector’s chest.

He could hear people in the building beside them stirring, and without waiting to see the results of his attacks, he sped into the darkness. There was another thud behind him, and glancing over his shoulder, he saw a knife sprouting from the temple of the man whose throat he had slashed. It only took him a few seconds to cover the distance between him and Sellie, and together they wove their way through the camp, trying to create as confusing a path as possible just in case someone came to track them.

Sellie had no idea why Merrick had suddenly attacked, but that didn’t seem to matter to her, and Merrick noticed that she kept her hand close to the knives at her belt. When she noticed him looking at them, she grinned, flashing her sharp canines.

“They throw a lot better than stone knives,” she said, “and you can buy them in bundles.”

After taking a circuitous route through the camp, Merrick and Sellie returned to their room, slipping inside and going back to bed, Joseph none the wiser. They didn’t speak of what had happened, and it wasn’t until they were already marching the next day that they heard anything about the five prospectors who had died the night before.

Sellie had tagged along with Merrick, and though she didn’t wear one of the bands of cloth marking Joseph and Merrick as advance scouts, she stuck close enough to Merrick’s side that everyone who saw them simply assumed they came together. They had just stopped for lunch when Joseph wandered over to where Merrick and Sellie were sitting, a bit apart from the rest of the soldiers. Noticing the troubled look on his face, Merrick gestured for him to sit down.

“Something wrong?”

“Not wrong, exactly,” Joseph replied, taking a seat and adjusting the rifle he carried on his back. “Just that a couple of people died last night.”

“That’s not good,” Merrick said, frowning. “Was it the scaled beasts?”

“Huh? No, no, nothing like that,” Joseph replied with a laugh. “Unless, of course, scaled beasts have taken up knife work. No, a group of five prospectors in the camp got into a knife fight, and all of them died.”

Trying to keep his expression as blank as possible, Merrick shrugged.

“That’s too bad.”

“Well, it’s not so bad,” Joseph replied, giving Merrick a careful look. “Turns out a couple of them were part of that group you beat up the other day, including the one whose arm Sellie broke. Wouldn’t happen to know anything about it, would you?”

Shrugging his shoulders to feign disinterest, Merrick buried his face in his food, leaving Joseph staring at him suspiciously. Since Merrick clearly wasn’t going to say anything, the moment passed and Joseph turned his attention to what they faced that evening.

“We’re going to be marching through the night,” he said quietly in his halting Teresk, “and setting camp tomorrow at the edge of the mountains. Normally, we wouldn’t night march, as it’s a dangerous time to be tromping through the woods, but the commanders want to get to the mountains as quickly as possible. Every day that we let pass will make it harder to eliminate the scalies from the mountain range.”

“That suits me fine,” Merrick said.

“Me too,” Sellie added.

After lunch was finished, they shouldered their gear and began to march once more, pushing through the woods in formation. Merrick led the way, his eyes scanning from side to side as he kept a lookout for any danger. Sellie walked along behind him, her hand resting on the arrows in the quiver at her waist as she carried her bow at the ready. Joseph was off to Merrick’s right, his rifle cradled in his arms as he picked his way through the brush.

Off to Merrick’s left was another scout, a young woman named Marth who was an official scout for the Winter Wind Brigade. She was the one Merrick and Joseph were supposed to be instructing, though it quickly became apparent to Merrick that Marth didn’t need any instruction at all. She was highly capable, and despite this being her first time in this world, seemed perfectly at home. The further they marched, the more familiar Merrick felt the whole situation was. Bits and pieces of the Warrior’s memories had been coming back to him, and he soon felt as if he had done this sort of thing thousands of times.
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The evening gave way to night, and the stars cast their glimmering light down on the forest where Merrick and the other scouts pushed ahead of the army. As night settled in, the army slowed slightly, though the scouts kept up a good pace, forging out ahead to ensure there were no ambushes. Every three hours they would take a short five-minute break, using the opportunity to drink a few mouthfuls of water or chew on some dried meat, and then, after their five minutes was up, they would forge forward again.

Though Merrick had never been through this precise terrain, his feet naturally led him to the easiest path thanks to his Land Strider ability and they made tremendously good time—such good time that, on their second break, Captain Carson sent a message asking Merrick to slow down slightly. Unsure why the captain would make such a request, Merrick still nodded, and when he began to move forward again tried to do so at a slower pace.

Despite his best efforts, by morning the Winter Wind Brigade was almost two miles ahead of the entire army, and as the sun peeked up over the wide plain behind them, they paused at the foot of the large mountains that rose in front of them. Captain Carson, still arrayed in his heavy armor but this time carrying his massive axe on his back, stomped toward Merrick and the others. He glanced at Marth, who gave him a short nod, and Merrick realized she hadn’t actually been there to learn at all but instead had been assigned to watch them, no doubt assessing Merrick and Joseph’s performance.

Captain Carson smiled briefly at Marth and waved for Merrick and Joseph to come over. Though he eyed Sellie for a moment when she approached with them, he didn’t say anything about her presence and instead turned his attention to Merrick.

“Thanks to you, we’ve made good time. Your ability to find paths through the wilderness is impressive. I know your contract is only temporary, but if you decide to stay in the World Guard, I’d be happy to vouch for you. That goes for you too,” the captain said, turning to look at Joseph.

“Thank you, sir,” Joseph said, with a salute. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

It was clear that Captain Carson knew neither Merrick nor Joseph were actually interested in joining the World Guard, and with a grunt he turned around and headed back to where the rest of the brigade was beginning to establish their camp.

Over the next few hours, more of the World Guard brigades arrived, quickly adding their camps around the Winter Wind’s camp and throwing themselves into establishing a defensive position. With the mountains less than half a mile away, this was where the World Guard would establish themselves, setting up a fortified position before they began their foray into the mountains.

Even though he knew what to expect from them from the memories he had inherited, Merrick was still impressed by the speed at which the World Guard worked. They started by establishing their tents in orderly rows and then began work on a massive pit that formed a half-circle in front of their camp, facing the mountain. The dirt taken from the trench was thrown up to form a massive wall. At the same time, the sound of axes ringing as they bit deep into tree trunks filled the air, followed by the heavy crashes of large trees toppling to the ground. Atop the earthen wall, logs were dragged over and affixed, forming a thick barrier.

Within a little more than half a day, the entirety of the front of the camp was protected, and work was beginning on a smaller wall for the back of the camp. By the end of the day, the World Guard sat inside a massive fortress that had appeared as if by magic in the middle of the wilderness.

The night passed quietly, and Merrick found himself surprisingly comfortable in the encampment. Much of the discomfort he had felt in the camp outside Coldwater had evaporated, which he assumed was because of the influence of the Warrior. Sellie, on the other hand, didn’t like being in the camp at all, and it was with some relief that the next morning they were sent out by Captain Carson to map the path into the mountain and look for any sign of the enemy.

Joseph and Marth formed one group, while Merrick and Sellie formed the other. After agreeing to meet up closer to noon, the two teams split up, with Marth and Joseph heading in a slightly southern direction and Merrick and Sellie traveling further north, ranging into the lower slopes of the mountains. It didn’t take long for Merrick to begin to recognize the area. This was all terrain he had been over before, as he traveled outside of his village. This time, however, he carried a device given to him by Captain Carson that would allow the captain to add the topography to his mana map. As they moved quickly through the trees that dotted the lower slopes, Merrick and Sellie spoke quietly about their experience in the human city.

“On the one hand, it’s a bit of a shame I couldn’t learn more of their language,” Sellie said. “Though you could teach me as well, right?”

“I can,” Merrick replied, his eyes scanning over some rocks ahead.

“Then in that case, I’m glad we left. It was so stifling. Much better to be out here where I can actually breathe.”

Immersed in the song, Merrick was only half listening. He could feel a faint sense of something discordant tugging at the edge of his mind, and with a frown he tried to concentrate on it, but it slipped away before he could pin it down.

Continuing to venture deeper into the mountains, they soon entered rocky terrain. Though it was simple enough for them to scramble up and around the rocks, passing through this part of the mountains would undoubtedly prove a challenge for the army behind them. Their goal was to discover a better path, so Merrick and Sellie decided to head south from their current location, which should put them approximately where they were going to be meeting Joseph and Marth at noon.

As they passed that way, the faint threads of discordant sound caused Merrick’s heart to twist, but every time he tried to identify what was going on they would fade away. By the time they’d almost reached their destination, the sun was bright overhead, beating down fiercely in the thin mountain air, causing small beads of sweat to appear on Sellie’s forehead. Merrick, though feeling rather hot himself, was fine, but they still paused on a small rock that jutted out from the side of the mountain to enjoy the cool breeze as they rested. That was when Sellie spotted something in the distance.

“Merrick,” she said, her voice grabbing his attention. “There’s something off in that tree over there.”

Sweeping the landscape that fell away in front of them with a casual glance, Merrick immediately saw what Sellie was talking about. There was some sort of bird in the far distance, perched up in the top of a tree. It was unlike any bird Merrick had seen before and sported a featherless body with almost bat-like wings. It still had a beak and talons, and there was a row of plumage down its back. Otherwise, Merrick might have thought he was looking at a sort of large lizard that had crawled up into the branches of the tree. It was also staring directly at them with an unnerving gaze.

As soon as he caught sight of it, the discordant sounds in the song of the world grew stronger and Merrick found himself better able to grasp them. As if it realized it had been spotted, the creature let out a squawk and its wings unfolded as it launched itself into the air. Once in the air, it moved quickly, rapidly vanishing from their sight into the distance, taking the grating sound with it. Feeling his jaw relax, Merrick realized he must have been clenching his teeth, and noticing that Sellie hadn’t had any reaction, he found himself curious.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

“The squawk? Yes,” Sellie replied.

“No, I mean the song,” Mark asked.

“How could I hear the song if I’m not meditating?” Sellie replied, furrowing her forehead.

Merrick had long suspected that others didn’t hear the song of the world as he did, and this just confirmed it further. The effect the strange creature they had just witnessed had on the song was too clear to be missed, and if Sellie had been able to listen to the song of the world, there was no way she would have missed it. After watching for a moment longer, Merrick shook his head.

“Come on, let’s go,” he said, and together they began to make their way further south.

They met up with Joseph and Marth at a large rock formation and paused to have some lunch. As they did, Marth asked them whether they had seen anything, and after a moment of hesitation, Merrick nodded and recounted the strange bird they had seen. After listening, Marth asked if he’d be able to draw it, and with a nod, Merrick crouched and quickly sketched it out in the dirt. When he looked up, he saw Marth’s lips were set in a grim line.

“We need to go back and inform the captain,” she said. “Featherless scouts are a clear sign of the enemy’s presence.”

“Shouldn’t we find where they are first?” Joseph asked, but Marth shook her head. “It’s too dangerous. Scalies are smart, and we’re just as likely to fall into an ambush as we are to discover their primary location. Let’s retreat.”

Though Merrick would have rather pushed deeper into the mountains to try to discover the enemy’s location, Marth was in charge, so they all retreated, heading back down the mountain to the camp. When they arrived, they headed straight for Captain Carson’s tent, where they were informed by his adjutant that they would have to wait, as he was in a meeting with the other captains and the army’s commander.

“We’ve sighted the enemy,” Marth replied, and with considerable excitement, the adjutant asked them to wait and ran off to find the captain.

Twenty minutes later, Merrick and the others were standing in front of a large tent set at the center of the camp. Two Emmerich guards stood in front of the tent, watching them with what Merrick could only assume was curiosity. Soon they were ushered into the tent, where they found themselves facing a dozen important-looking soldiers. General Hoover, who was the leader of the World Guard battalions, looked them over and then spoke to Merrick in clear Teresk.

“Are you the one who identified the featherless scout?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I see. Tell me about it.”

“My companion and I,” Merrick said, gesturing to Sellie, “were northwest of here, in the mountains. We were heading south along the slope to meet up with the other scout team when we paused. Sellie was the first to see it, and after I caught sight of it, the creature flew directly west, up and over the mountains. From there, we progressed south to meet up with our team and then headed straight back to the camp.”

“Good,” General Hoover said. “Well done.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Captain Carson, these scouts are attached to the Winter Wind Brigade, is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Captain Carson said, snapping a salute.

“Excellent. You’ll move out with them in the morning and begin crossing the mountains. The other brigades will sweep on either side. We’ll establish our next fort at the peak, according to our initial plan. Any questions?”

“No, sir,” Captain Carson said, shaking his head.

“In that case, you’re all dismissed. I expect to hear the sounds of boots by the time the sun is up.”

Leaving the tent with Captain Carson, Merrick and the others returned to their camp and began to prepare to march the next day. That night, however, Merrick found himself having trouble sleeping, and as he left his tent he realized he wasn’t the only one. He could see Sellie in the distance, standing atop the wooden wall, staring out toward the mountains. Noticing that she had her bow in hand, Merrick’s eyes narrowed, and after a moment of thought, he ducked back into his tent to grab his spears. At a quick jog, he made his way over to her. She was gazing intently out into the darkness, squinting slightly as if trying to see something. As she felt Merrick come up beside her, she glanced over and gave him a nod.

“Something the matter?” he asked, his voice low.

“They’re out there,” she said. “They’ve been scouting our camp.”

“You mean the scaled beasts?”

“I don’t know about scaled beasts,” Sellie replied, “but I’ve seen at least five of those featherless bird creatures.”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick closed his eyes and focused his mind, letting himself sink into the song of the world. He could feel it all around him, in the soft breeze, in the rough wood, in the gentle light from the stars that peeked through the clouds above, in the faint sounds of the insects. And there, on the edge of his hearing, was a discordant note steadily growing stronger. The more he focused on it, the stronger the sound grew until it threatened to drown out the other sounds he could hear, eventually silencing the insects.

“Keep watch,” Merrick said and turned to jump down from the wall.

Moving as quickly as he could, he headed for Captain Carson’s tent. There was a guard at the door who stopped him, looking at him suspiciously, but before the guard could speak up the tent flap was thrown open and the captain poked his head out.

“What is all that noise? Who is running around at night?” the captain asked, his voice shaking the nearby tents.

“We might be under attack, sir.”

Staring at Merrick like he had two heads, Captain Carson listened but didn’t hear any sounds of battle. Still, he emerged from his tent carrying his axe. He wasn’t wearing his armor, but that didn’t make him any less broad, and if anything it made his boulder-like muscles even more frightening.

“Attack? Where?”

“We spotted five more of those featherless birds, sir. And the insects have gone quiet.”

Without hesitating, Captain Carson turned to his guard and barked orders.

“Get everyone up, equipped, and to the wall. But do it quietly!”

Bolting back into his tent, he came back out a few minutes later with his armor on and followed Merrick to the wall where Sellie was still watching. The night had gotten even quieter, and Merrick could feel the strange tension in the air, as if the world was holding its breath. With a grin, Captain Carson slapped Merrick on the shoulder.

“You got it right. There is definitely an attack coming. Let’s get everyone on the wall and ready to crush some scalies!”
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Merrick couldn’t help but be impressed as he watched the Winter Wind Battalion arming themselves and marshaling below the camp’s defensive wall. They remained largely quiet, speaking in hushed whispers as they crept through the darkness, avoiding any lights in an attempt to avoid giving away their position.

The captain had dispatched soldiers to the other battalions camped on their flanks, and within fifteen minutes more soldiers from other battalions began to join them. It was clear that this wasn’t the first time the World Guard had found themselves in this situation.

Merrick hunkered down on the wall, peering over the heavy logs that had been sharpened into rough points. The discordant noise in the song of the world had grown strident, overtaking many of the song’s melodies. It wasn’t long before Sellie, who was crouched next to Merrick, let out a light gasp.

“They’re coming,” she said.

Her gift gave her tremendous vision, the ability to see far into the distance. Despite the darkness of the cloudy night, Merrick still only saw the dark mountain rising up before them.

“What do you see?” he asked, his voice a whisper.

“There are hundreds of them. No, thousands. Creeping toward us,” Sellie said, her expression pale.

Merrick, who had encountered the scaled beasts before, couldn’t blame her for her reaction. The scaled beasts were truly monstrous, looking completely unnatural, like nothing else that existed in this world, and they carried with them a faint sense of wrongness that seeped out and infected everything around them. Noticing Sellie’s grip on her bow tightening, Merrick touched her shoulder lightly, causing her to snap out of the daze she had fallen into.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m here. We’ll fight them together, and we’re not even close to alone.”

With a wave, he indicated the troops massed below them.

“Just wait till you see them in action,” he said quietly, his eyes distant as he recalled the Warrior’s memories.

After a few more minutes passed, Merrick began to see the enemy as well. First as dark blobs shifting against the side of the mountain, and then as more distinct figures, a jumble of legs and spines. They came quietly yet swiftly, sweeping toward the World Guard camp like a wave.

A group of World Guard, all armed with four mana rifles, had crept up onto the wall next to Merrick and Sellie. Captain Carson had climbed up near Merrick and Sellie, and after hesitating for a moment paid no more attention to them, instead directing his gaze out over the wall. Sellie, glancing skyward, blinked a few times and then pointed.

“There are more of those featherless birds up there,” she said, “heading our direction.”

Though her whisper was quiet, Captain Carson heard it.

“Can you tell us where they are?” he said. “Just the rough direction.”

Concentrating, Sellie nodded, and Merrick felt a faint surge of mana concentrated around her eyes. As she scanned across the dark clouds, she pointed out five small dots, each so high in the sky they were nearly invisible against the clouds.

“They’re too high,” the captain said, “but as soon as they come into range, take them down.”

A few tense moments passed as the defenders continued to hide behind the wall. Merrick watched the scaled beasts in the distance, who were now less than a mile away from the camp. Just as he was beginning to grow nervous, he heard a loud crack and the wall lit up with beams of light that shot into the air, killing four of the five featherless birds.

While Merrick hadn’t been watching, the birds had begun to swoop down toward the wall, no doubt to get a better look at the situation. It was then the sharpshooters struck, firing their specially crafted long-barreled rifles with pinpoint accuracy. The last of the featherless birds had wheeled to the side at the last moment but still screeched in anger and pain as the beam from the mana rifle put a scorched hole in its wing.

Hearing a muttered curse, Merrick looked over in time to see one of the riflemen drop his rifle, smoothly pick up another, and whip it to his shoulder. Barely had it settled in position before he fired again, and the monster’s squawks were cut short as the beam tore through its chest.

“Light it up,” Captain Carson’s bellow was so loud it shook the wall.

There was a muffled thump as something flew over Merrick’s head before bursting into life in the air above them. Bright light flooded across the wall as a small burning orb rose into the air. It made it around fifty feet over the battlefield before slowing and coming to a halt. There it hung like a miniature sun, burning brightly, illuminating the onrushing horde of scaled beasts.

With their element of surprise gone, the scaled beasts began to roar and screech, speeding up now that they didn’t have to worry about being discovered. What answered them was a solid wall of mana beams tearing through their bodies, blistering flesh and scorching scales. Some of the scaled beasts, hit by multiple beams at once, seemed to disintegrate, transforming into chunks of burned flesh that peppered the monsters around them.

Yet despite the devastation caused by the first volley from the wall, the scaled beasts didn’t slow one iota. They continued to rush toward the wall with a seemingly unstoppable momentum. At 750 yards, there was another crack that rolled like thunder across the wall as another volley was unleashed, each soldier on the wall swapping out their rifle for another. This time, the effect was more noticeable as the first line of scaled beasts faltered, slowing just enough that the scaled beasts behind them trampled over their bodies.

Merrick was watching carefully, emotions surging through him. He had never been in a fight like this, or even imagined a fight like this could take place. Even the fiercest wars between tribes paled in comparison to the horror he was witnessing now, and it was clear from the way Sellie shivered next to him that she felt the same.

At the same time, there was a savage excitement brewing in Merrick’s chest that seemed to overwrite his fear. His fingers gripped the handles of his spears tightly as he forcefully prevented himself from grabbing the nearest rifle to unload a shot.

Despite the devastation in their ranks, the scaled beasts continued forward, pressing toward the wall. When they reached 500 feet, Sellie, her jaw set and her expression grim, lifted her bow. Just before she fired her first arrow, another volley of rifle fire echoed out. This time, the beams cut through not only the first rank but the second, burning past the enemy’s defenses to destroy multiple scaled beasts.

Letting out a short breath, Sellie fired her arrow and smoothly drew another. Merrick watched as the arrow arced through the air, landing with unerring accuracy in the eye of a scaled beast who had lost a leg to a man-rifle shot. The arrow sank deep, piercing through the scaled beast’s defenses and striking its brain. With a roar of pain, the scaled beast went mad, lashing out with its sharp legs at those around it. They responded in kind, rapidly jumping on the monster and tearing it to shreds.

Unsure why Sellie’s arrow had affected the beast differently, Merrick didn’t have much time to think about it. As the wave of monsters continued to press forward, more and more soldiers were coming up onto the wall, many of them retreating as soon as they had unleashed their first shot. Others didn’t carry rifles at all and instead held lances and teardrop-shaped shields. They stood at the edge of the wall, waiting for the coming impact.

Closer and closer the enemy came, and the firing of the mana rifles along the wall transformed into a staccato crackle as the riflemen shot as fast as they could. Sellie, who had been continuing to release arrows, felt Merrick’s hand on her shoulder and glanced at him. Her face was pale and her eyes large, but Merrick could see the fighting spirit burning away her fear.

“Retreat,” he said. “There isn’t enough space on the wall.”

Immediately she understood what he was saying and nodded. Loosing one last arrow, she turned and hopped down as Merrick stepped into her place. Less than a minute later, the enemy hit the large ditch that had been dug around the edge of the wall. Many of them leapt into the air, trying to cross the distance between the flat ground and the mound of dirt across the trench, only to be blasted out of the air by the riflemen. Those who passed through the beams unscathed were met with sharp lances that knocked them from the air, sending them plunging into the trench below.

Merrick, as excited as he was to get into combat, maintained his position. He knew that the fighting would come soon enough, and when it did it would be bloody and fierce, so he simply held his spears and waited. Soon he heard the click of sharp claws scrabbling against the wooden wall and the World Guard around him stepped forward, their spears beginning to stab down over the wall into the scaled beasts attempting to climb out of the trench and up the wall. A fierce metallic tang soon soaked the air, but Merrick still didn’t move, his eyes scanning across the battlefield. This was only the first wave. If his memories held true, the scaled beasts were simply testing their defenses, using the weight of numbers to see if they could eliminate their enemy. When that failed, the true battle would begin.

For ten tense minutes, the fighting continued, the World Guard continually rotating out. Merrick maintained his position near Captain Carson. Standing still as a stone, he was all but forgotten by the people around him, which suited him just fine. With the battle in full swing, he caught a glimmer of movement in the distance and saw larger scaled beasts beginning to stomp their way forward. He recognized them as the same tall monsters with vertical mouths that had chased him through the mountains. As soon as he saw them, Captain Carson did too.

“There are warriors incoming,” he yelled, his voice booming over the wall. “Target them before they get close.”

As the massive warriors stomped forward, they let out shrieks that caused the smaller scaled beasts to redouble their efforts to claw down the wall. That forced the World Guard to fight all the harder, using their long lances to keep the enemy back. The crack of mana rifles was so common that the battlefield seemed to be shrouded in an eternally ringing thunder, but Merrick could tell there was a rhythm to it, a sort of ebb and flow as the riflemen did their best to keep firing.

One of the true dangers of operating a mana rifle was that too many shots in too short a time would deplete a manastone to the point that it would crumble, its internal structure destroyed by the constant draw. Left alone, a manastone could recharge naturally, absorbing ambient mana in order to replenish its spent reserves. In a fight like this, however, it was unlikely the riflemen had such luxury. Instead, they pushed their weapons to the breaking point, unleashing beam after beam as they tried to eliminate the enemy.

The towering scaled beasts were targeted by the sharpshooters, who bore the extra-long rifles and fired tight beams with pinpoint accuracy, punching holes in the heads of the warriors. It took multiple shots to take each down, but one by one the warriors began to fall, and Merrick wondered if the fight would end just like that, without him ever getting the chance to fight.

There was something at the back of his mind, however, that nagged at him, something he couldn’t quite pinpoint. Remaining absolutely still, his eyes flickered this way and that, trying to figure out what it was that was bothering him. By this point, thousands of the scaled beasts had fallen, forming great piles of dead everywhere Merrick looked. Still, the World Guard held strong. Those whose rifles had begun to overheat retreated, as did the lance-wielding soldiers, whose arms had grown tired from constantly stabbing down at the enemy horde. Their positions were taken by other members of the guard, who smoothly stepped up to the wall and began to engage the enemy.

Suddenly, there was a lull in the battle as the scaled beasts began to falter. Their numbers thinned to the point they could no longer maintain a solid wave of pressure. Despite the obvious relief in the members of the World Guard around him, Merrick found his senses sharpening. This was it. This was the moment. Nearby, Captain Carson stepped toward the wall and let out a roar, “Drive them back! We’ve got them on the ropes!”

It was at that moment that Merrick moved, his body seized by some sort of instinct. His spears flashed in the light of the artificial sun that hung in the sky as he stabbed straight toward Captain Carson’s back. A few of the soldiers around the captain, seeing Merrick attack, let out sharp yells, swinging their weapons toward him. Yet he didn’t stop. The captain, who was only a few feet away, didn’t have time to respond and was still staring forward as Merrick’s spears pierced through the scales of the strange beast that had suddenly appeared behind him.

The monster’s form, which had been completely invisible a moment earlier, shimmered as blood splashed across Merrick. With all his strength, he drove his spears into the monster’s back, pushing it to the side as its bladed arm barely missed Captain Carson’s neck, deforming the captain’s pauldron quite badly as it glanced off his armor.

Even as the scaled beast slammed into the ground, Merrick was moving, wrenching the spears free as he darted backward. A moment later, the scaled beast was on its feet, hissing wildly as it faced him. It was roughly humanoid, with two spring-like legs and an insectoid head with dozens of eyes. Its arms ended in short, curved blades, which it now brandished at Merrick even as black-tinted blood dribbled down its scales.

Though the creature stood in front of him, Merrick saw its body fading in and out of sight as its scales tried to match to its surroundings. It crouched slightly, and Merrick knew it was about to lunge for him, but before it could a heavy axe buried itself in the side of the monster’s head, causing it to fall to the side as Captain Carson, his face livid, stomped over and reached down with one of his metal-covered hands.

Instead of grabbing the axe as Merrick had anticipated, he grabbed the monster’s arm, and bracing his foot against the side of its chest, ripped the limb free before using the blade on its end to sever the creature’s neck with a few vicious hacks.
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At the same time, a sharp whistle rose over the wall, alerting the defenders that there were enemies infiltrating. The World Guard’s reaction was instantaneous, spreading out to cover the entire wall. Immediately, three more of the creatures were found as members of the World Guard bumped into them. Yells broke out as the monsters began to attack and were quickly subdued.

Still furious, Captain Carson gave Merrick a curt nod and turned his attention back to the battlefield, leaving Merrick to gather himself and make sense of the strange situation as best he could. He had no conscious memory of ever having encountered such a monster, and even the memories of the Warrior didn’t seem to contain such a beast. Yet his body had reacted immediately, as if an instinctive understanding of how the enemy fought was carved into his bones. Taking a deep breath, Merrick continued to watch until, almost an hour later, the straggling remains of the scaled beast army began to withdraw. As quickly as the enemy had come, they left, leaving behind a mountain of corpses. Twenty minutes later, the battlefield had all but fallen silent. Still, the World Guard didn’t lower their vigilance. Captain Carson, who had fought fiercely after the attack, surveyed the battlefield for a long moment, then spoke to one of his lieutenants.

“Send the teams out. Remember, don’t take chances.”

Soon, ladders were lowered and the World Guard began to descend from the wall, moving in small squads as they picked their way among the dead. Every few feet, they would stop and unleash beams from their rifles into the piles of corpses. At first, Merrick didn’t understand why they were doing such a thing, but then one of the piles exploded as a scaled beast that had been hiding among the bodies leapt out. Before it could seize one of the soldiers in its jaws, there was a crack from the wall as one of the sharpshooters sent a beam straight through its skull. That set off a reaction, and dozens of other scaled beasts who had been hiding among the dead lunged out, trying to catch the soldiers off guard. They were put down with ruthless efficiency as the soldiers unleashed blasts from their rifles.

“This is always the most annoying part,” Captain Carson said, speaking to Merrick.

It took until morning had come to finish sweeping the battlefield, and then the bodies of the monsters were lit on fire, causing thick, acrid smoke to fill the air. Merrick had long since retreated from the wall, finding Sellie and Joseph at their tents, trying to catch some sleep. With a sigh, he sat down on the edge of his bedroll and began to meticulously clean his spears. The blackish blood of the scaled beast he had killed hadn’t stuck to them at all, though he could feel traces of it on his face. Still, he felt it only right to honor the weapons properly, and after wiping them thoroughly, he put them back in their sheath and flopped back on his bed, opening up the messages blinking in front of him.

[You have enough experience for a level up.]

[Would you like to level up?]

He had picked up six experience points for his part in killing the assassin scaled beast, which meant that had finally breached the threshold for getting to level four. Choosing to level up, he looked at his status and saw something odd.

STATUS

NAME: Merrick

SOUL PATH: Warrior

LEVEL: 3

EXP: 4/160

SKILLS: [6]

Land Strider [1]

Serpent’s Stealth [2]

Mana-Body Modification [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics [1]

Warrior’s Observation [3]

Unspent Skill Points: 3

Major Blessings: 0

Minor Blessings: 3

If he remembered correctly, he should have only had one skill point and two minor blessings, but now he had an extra of each. Scrolling back through his notifications, he saw one that caused his eyes to light up.

[Leveling rewards increased for reaching level four.]

That explained the extra skill points and blessings and made Merrick wonder if there would be another increase in his leveling rewards when he reached level seven. Feeling rather rich, Merrick opened up the skills he had yet to unlock.

[Trap Sense: Understanding the mind of her prey allows Snake to craft the perfect trap, ensuring they never escape her coils.]

[You have gained an instinctive understanding of how traps will impact your prey, allowing you to set more dangerous traps.]

[Unlock Level 1]

Trap Sense hadn’t changed, and while Merrick didn’t think it was particularly important he was now flush with blessings, so he figured he might as well unlock it. With a shiver, he felt the blessing vanish and suddenly the way he saw the world shifted. It was as if one second everything looked normal and then, in the second, he had a strange knowledge about how to use everything he saw to harm others. Taking a moment to get used to it, he shook his head and opened up the Warrior tree.

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Survival It is not enough for the warrior to be able to read the land. Knowledge of how to anticipate and react to the changing environment is the cornerstone of the Warrior’s ability to survive.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to survive in even the most hostile environments.]

[Unlock Level 1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Survival was another skill Merrick didn’t feel he really needed, but given how Snake had called him west, toward the desert, he thought it might come in useful. Once more, he felt the blessing leave and the Warrior’s memories grew even clearer, transforming from vague impressions to experiences baked into his body. Now came the best part, the chance to upgrade his skills. Opening his skills, he began to read through them.

[Warrior’s Observation The greatest tool a warrior possesses is not his mind or his body, but his eyes. To observe the world as it truly is allows the Warrior to make the best possible choice in the shortest amount of time.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to both observe and anticipate your environment.]

[You have increased your powers of observation, allowing you to better predict threats.]

[You have improved your memory, allowing you to better make connections with things you have observed before.]

[*NEW* Your outstanding ability to observe allows you to understand the weaknesses of any creature, living or dead, you observe. The greater the difference in strength between you and the target, the longer it takes.]

[Level: 3 > 4]

Merrick didn’t even hesitate and immediately put one of his three skill points into Warrior’s Observation. The ability to see the weaknesses of creatures was an absurdly powerful ability, and he had a feeling that combined with the Warrior’s Knowledge skills he had already unlocked, as well as the Trap Sense skill, it would only be even more important for him.

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech To understand his tools is to multiply his ability to affect the world. The Warrior’s ability to use and create manatech is only as good as his knowledge of it.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to use and maintain manatech tools.]

[*NEW* Your understanding of manatech has grown, allowing you to make improvements to manatech weapons.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics Know thyself, know the enemy, know the environment. Armed with these three types of knowledge, the Warrior can accurately predict the course of the battle, ensuring victory.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to plan and execute advanced tactics.]

[*NEW* Your understanding of tactics has expanded beyond yourself, allowing you to plan and execute advanced tactics with a team.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Survival It is not enough for the warrior to be able to read the land. Knowledge of how to anticipate and react to the changing environment is the cornerstone of the Warrior’s ability to survive.

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to survive in even the most hostile environments.]

[*NEW* Warriors must be resourceful, and years of suffering have transformed you into a master of foraging. You can find food and water even in the most inhospitable locations.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

The three Warrior’s Knowledge skills were all useful, but none stood out particularly, leaving Merrick wondering if they were actually worth taking. Since none of them had caught his attention, he decided to look at the other skills before he made his final choice.

[Mana-Body Modification You have permanently altered your body with mana, making the impossible a reality.]

[Modifications: Right Palm - Mana Circuit, Left Palm - Mana Circuit]

[You have reached the maximum number of modifications your body can accept. Increase the level of your skill to unlock more modification slots.]

[*NEW* Unlock an additional two slots.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

Of all his skills, Mana-Body Modification was the one Merrick was most enamored with, but he also didn’t know what other use it would have. The mana circuit he had put in his hands was the only sort of mana-driven body modification he had in his memory. All the other body modifications the Warrior had possessed had been manatech, rather than pure mana like the circuits. As much as he was also interested in the advancements that had made the Warrior so powerful, he also knew from the memories he possessed that every manatech artifact bonded to the Warrior’s body had made it harder for him to hear the song of the world, and Merrick couldn’t ever imagine willingly giving it up. With a sigh, he closed the skill and continued.

[Land Strider: If a path exists, Snake can take it, and where no path exists, Snake can make one. You have learned to move unhindered across any landscape.]

[Your muscles have been optimized to maintain a consistent speed no matter where you travel.]

[*NEW* You have gained an instinctive sense for the right path, allowing you to choose the more optimal path when traveling long distances.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

[Serpent’s Stealth: To remain unseen is to gain the greatest advantage. Snake moves silently from place to place, hidden by her environment.]

[You have learned to move unseen, avoiding the eyes and ears of others.]

[You have learned to naturally blend in with your environment when you remain still, becoming nearly invisible.]

[*NEW* You have learned to match your surroundings perfectly, erasing your scent, heat signature, and breath, making you impossible to track.]

[Level: 2 > 3]

[Trap Sense - Locked Understanding the mind of her prey allows Snake to craft the perfect trap, ensuring they never escape her coils.]

[You have gained an instinctive understanding of how traps will impact your prey, allowing you to set more dangerous traps.]

[*NEW* Your traps can be made non-lethal, incapacitating rather than killing.]

[Level: 1 > 2]

Staring at the three skills he had unlocked from Snake, Merrick couldn’t help but grin. In truth, there was a skill that stood out above all the others, and as soon as he had read back over it he knew what he was going to take. Selecting Land Strider and Serpent’s Stealth, Merrick upgraded them with his remaining skill points and then put his last blessing into the song of the world.

STATUS

NAME: Merrick

SOUL PATH: Warrior

LEVEL: 4

EXP: 4/160

SKILLS: [8]

Land Strider [2]

Serpent’s Stealth [3]

Mana-Body Modification [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics [1]

Warrior’s Observation [4]

Unspent Skill Points: 0

Major Blessings: 0

Minor Blessings: 0

Closing his eyes, he took a breath and retreated into the song of the world, feeling it swell around him. If before it had played faintly in the background, it now rose in clarity and volume until it was as if he stood amidst a magnificent orchestra. Feeling as if he would have no trouble picking out specific instruments, he reached for the song and quickly found a melody that reminded him of Sellie. Out of impulse, he reached for it, gently caressing it. It was quiet and slow, bringing with it a feeling of sleep and rejuvenation. Curious, he started to look around for Joseph, but just then there was a sound at the tent flap and a voice called out to him.

“Scout Merrick!”

Frowning, Merrick rolled out of bed and stood up, picking up his spears as he went to the door. There he found a tired-looking lieutenant, who gestured for him to follow.

“Come on, the captain wants to see you. The young lady who’s with you as well.”

Since the lieutenant was speaking common, Merrick just gave him a confused look, then pointed to Joseph’s tent. It took the lieutenant a moment to understand what Merrick was saying, and when he did, he grumbled under his breath and went to wake up Joseph. Having heard the commotion, Sellie came out of her tent as well, and after the lieutenant repeated himself and Joseph translated, the three of them followed the lieutenant back to Captain Carson’s tent where they found the captain, still in his dented armor, waiting for them.

“Scout Joseph. Reporting, sir,” Joseph said, snapping a salute.

Merrick didn’t bother to follow suit, and neither did Sellie, but the captain didn’t seem to mind one bit. Instead, he grinned at them and spoke in Teresk.

“The two of you were a fantastic help. Without you, the battle could have gone quite differently. If we hadn’t gotten rid of the featherless flying birds, they would have been able to attack the spotlight, which would have made the fight quite a bit more difficult, and your warning was incredibly timely. On top of that, you saved my life.”

Pausing, Captain Carson smiled ruefully and reached up to touch his dented pauldron.

“I never would have imagined that assassins had been dispatched to this world already. It’s a valuable piece of intelligence and one we normally uncover after someone loses their head. Now that we know there are assassins on the battlefield, it’ll be much easier to guard against them. So, I want to say thank you. If you were active members of the World Guard, rewarding you would be simple, but as it is, this is the best I can do.”

The captain waved his hand toward one of his lieutenants, who stepped forward and handed over a small silver token to Merrick.

“It’s a merit emblem,” Captain Carson said. “They can be traded in for any number of benefits.”

Taking a long look at Merrick, Captain Carson suddenly bowed. “On a personal note, thank you for saving my life.”

From the way that those around the captain tensed up, Merrick could only imagine just how shocked they were. He didn’t know if it was because the captain was bowing to someone who wasn’t his superior, or if it had to do with the fact that he was one of the natives of this world, a so-called savage, but regardless he could sense the captain’s sincerity.
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Carefully keeping the token in his pocket, Merrick brought his hand to his chest, returning the captain’s bow with a salute of a warrior.

“I simply did my duty,” he said, “as any warrior would.”

“An admirable sentiment,” Captain Carson replied, a faint note of bitterness in his voice, “one that I wish more would entertain.”

Merrick and the captain had been speaking in Teresk the entire time, and only one of the lieutenants, who had a translator, had understood the exchange. As it was, the other lieutenants all looked quite uncomfortable. So Merrick didn’t drag things out and instead retreated to his tent.

Despite the suddenness of the attack and the casualties the World Guard suffered, it didn’t stop them from beginning to send out battalions the next day, ranging out into the mountains to clear the path for the main army. After a single day of rest, Joseph, Merrick, and Sellie set off with the Winter Wind Battalion, continuing to act as scouts for the vanguard as they pushed deeper into the mountain range. They found the path empty and strangely still, as if every creature who normally inhabited the lands could sense the impending conflict and had fled.

For the next two weeks, life fell into a steady routine for Merrick. He and Sellie would range out into the mountains, ensuring there was no enemy ambush waiting for them, and then the Winter Wind Battalion would follow behind. Every day, they paused to create a small fortified camp. The battalions coming behind them then filled these camps, forming a network of defensive positions. The World Guard was tremendously efficient, and thanks in large part to the brutal defeat the scaled beasts had suffered, the human army made tremendous progress.

After the first week, progress began to slow as the scouts reported more and more scaled beast activity. The Winter Wind Battalion was ordered to hold in place, giving the other battalions time to catch up, and soon reports began to trickle in of skirmishes between the scaled beasts and the World Guard. The two sides fought very differently, with the World Guard taking a methodical approach, securing territory and pressing forward in an inexorable advance. The scaled beasts tended to prefer ambushes and lightning-quick attacks, after which they would fade into the wilderness.

Merrick knew that rather than establish bases on the surface, the scaled beasts excelled at digging tunnels, creating fortifications underground, where the mana rifles were of limited usefulness. The goal of the World Guard was to find these tunnels before the enemy could become too entrenched. Though they were in a race against time, the World Guard knew better than to rush, and despite Merrick’s nervousness as the days turned into weeks, the World Guard simply continued their slow march through the mountains.

In the third week, Merrick and Sellie were running one of their routine patrols when he felt a shift in the song of the world, and giving Sellie a signal, stopped in place. They were currently moving through a sparse forest that grew from the side of the mountain, and though there was no one in sight, Merrick had the distinct feeling they were being watched. Seeing Sellie’s fingers inched toward the quiver at her side. Merrick shook his head. It took him a moment to pinpoint where the enemy was, but when he finally found them hiding behind a wide tree in the distance, he spoke calmly.

“We are scouts of the World Guard assigned to the Winter Wind Battalion.”

For a moment there was silence, and then, with a slight rustle, a tall figure stepped out from behind the tree. It was an Emmerich, one of the lizardmen who had been deployed along with the World Guard. With a cold gaze, he scanned over Merrick and Sellie. Merrick felt a chill running down his spine, making him feel as if he had come face to face with a dangerous predator. He maintained a calm expression, his hands hanging loosely by his side. Sellie wasn’t as successful in keeping her composure, and with a slight gasp stepped back and behind Merrick, as if she wanted to use him as a shield. The Emmerich regarded them for a moment, his reptilian eyes staring down at Merrick with a sort of ruthless disinterest.

“You are the first,” he suddenly said, speaking in heavily accented common. “None of your people have been strong enough to see me before I approached.”

There was something in the way the Emmerich spoke that caused a sense of disquiet in Merrick’s heart.

“The one with the scar on his throat came closest,” the Emmerich said, reaching down to touch something at his waist as he spoke.

It was then that Merrick saw them, a bundle of heads, half-hidden by the lizard-man’s large body. Among them, there was one he recognized immediately. Abur, of the Dark Eagle tribe. Merrick remembered him clearly, and the dreadful feeling in his heart solidified.

The Emmerich took two steps forward, his eyes suddenly gleaming. Even as he did, Merrick’s hand shot backward, grabbing Sellie and keeping her from retreating, though only twenty feet separated them. Merrick didn’t move back, his eyes narrowing as he stared at the lizardman in front of him. Though surprised by his grab, Sellie didn’t resist as Merrick took a very deliberate step forward, never taking his eyes off of the lizardman in front of him. A hint of curiosity appeared in the Emmerich’s gaze, and after a tense moment, he straightened up, something like a smile appearing on his face.

“I am Kathov, first-ranked hunter of the Scaled Death. You are worthy prey. Let it be witnessed.”

His words ended with a low hiss that echoed all around them as three more Emmerich stepped out from behind the trees, staring at Merrick and Sellie with curiosity. Had Sellie continued to retreat, she would have stepped right into the range of another Emmerich without ever knowing there was another enemy present. Merrick, slowly glancing around at the other lizardmen, tried to estimate his chances. He currently had two pistols hidden by his shirt, but even assuming he could land two shots, that still left two of the large scaled warriors to rip him and Sellie apart. As he was racking his brain for a way out of the situation, Kathov grinned.

“A week,” he said. “In one week, the hunt will begin.”

With that, the four Emmerich turned and faded into the sparse forest, rapidly vanishing behind the trees and soon disappearing from Merrick’s senses altogether.

“What was that?” Sellie asked. “What did he mean?”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick closed his eyes for a moment and rubbed his forehead as the Warrior’s memories surged to life.

“The Emmerich are master hunters,” Merrick said after a long moment of silence. “Though they’re deployed with the World Guard, they operate independently. They are granted authority to hunt and kill any native creature in any world they are deployed to.”

“What? How could that be?” Sellie asked, anger flaring in her voice.

“They operate as a team of specialized warriors and are exceptionally good at sniffing out the tunnels of the scaled beasts,” Merrick said, still immersed in the Warrior’s memories. “Even though we are currently acting as guides for the World Guard, we are not citizens of the Empire, which makes us potential prey.”

Sellie was lost for words, and Merrick couldn’t blame her. Though he knew much about the Emmerich due to the Warrior’s memories, those same memories told him it was futile to try and call off the hunt. Once witnessed, an Emmerich’s hunt became a sacred obligation. Slowly, his hand rose to his cheek where the crimson mark of his blood oath remained traced, and a faint smile revealed his sharp canines.

“Come,” he said, “let’s return to the camp. We need to speak to Joseph.”

The entire way back, Sellie was indignant, and Merrick let her rant. He wasn’t particularly excited to be made the target of an Emmerich hunt, and even among the lizards Kathov appeared to be quite strong, but that also didn’t mean he was despairing. After all, he had more than one advantage when it came to fighting against the lizardman.

The first was that this was his world, and no matter how powerful the lizardman was, it was impossible for him to blend into the song of the world like Merrick could. That had been how Merrick had spotted him in the first place, a faint, hurried trill that warned of coming danger. Additionally, as Kathov wasn’t human, he had no way to use any of the manatech items, including the manatech rifles or pistols the humans had. Merrick, on the other hand, had full access to all of them thanks to the mana circuit he carried. Finally, the skills Merrick had just unlocked gave him confidence that even if it came down to a straight-up fight, he would be able to fight back.

As they got close to the camp, Sellie was still complaining about how unreasonable it was for the Emmerich to have suddenly declared them the target of a hunt, and Merrick finally held up his hand, causing her to fall silent.

“I agree with you,” he said. “It’s not fair, but there is a silver lining here. The Emmerich are bloodthirsty hunters and have a tendency to kill everything that moves, weak or not. However, while Kathov is hunting me, he won’t spare any attention for anyone else. He already killed half a dozen members of the Dark Eagle tribe, and it’s likely that those with him will continue to carry out their massacres. No doubt he believes he’ll resolve this hunt in just a few days.”

“If that’s the case, why did he give you a week?” Sellie asked, interrupting Merrick.

“Because he hopes to see me panic,” Merrick said. “He hopes to see me go to the captain and beg for my life. Instead, I have a much better idea. Come on, let’s go find Joseph.”

The prospector, turned scout, wasn’t back from his patrol with Marth, and when he did return to the tents, he found Merrick had already finished packing, and Sellie with him. Looking over the two packs, Joseph frowned.

“Merrick, what’s going on?”

However, Merrick wasn’t paying any attention to him. Instead, his eyes were on the massive Teresk who stood behind Joseph, grinning widely.

“Maro, what are you doing here?” Merrick asked, striding forward and grabbing his friend in a big hug.

“I came to join the excitement,” Maro said with a savage grin. “I heard there are terrible monsters invading the land and that you were here killing them. Found this prospector and he said he knew you. Hello, Sellie.”

“Hello, Maro. Glad you came to join us.”

“What about the rest of the tribe?” Merrick asked, taking a step back and looking Maro up and down.

“About three days south of here,” Maro replied. “They’ve rebuilt the village after the fire and are working on getting everyone settled.”

Resting his large hand on Merrick’s shoulder, Maro looked at Merrick closely.

“You’ve changed quite a bit.”

It had been almost a year since Merrick had seen Maro, and as he reflected on his friend’s statement, he could only imagine just how drastic the change seemed. Taking a deep breath, he nodded.

“I have, and I’d like to tell you about it too, but we’re actually just about to leave.”

“Leave?” Joseph said, jumping into the conversation. “What do you mean leave?”

It only took a few minutes to explain the situation to Joseph, whose face grew increasingly pale with every single detail.

“Hold on, let me get this straight,” Maro said, his expression dark. “This lizard thinks he’s going to start hunting you in a week? Why don’t we go find him right now and just put an end to it?”

“Because he’ll take all of us apart,” Merrick replied calmly, “probably without even trying. He’s quite a bit stronger than we are, at least for the moment.”

“Then what are you going to do?” Maro asked, his brow furrowed heavily.

“We’re going to run,” Merrick replied calmly, reaching into his pocket and getting out the token Captain Carson had given him.

He handed it to Joseph, who took it reluctantly.

“I need you to do me a favor,” he said to Joseph. “We’re heading out into the wilderness, but we’ll be back after a while. Give this to Captain Carson and request a leave of absence for me. You can inform him that we’re doing some advanced scouting, heading deep into enemy territory.”

“What about Kathov? Should I tell the captain about the hunt?” Joseph asked.

“Yes,” Merrick said. “But you can inform him that I don’t need him to intervene. The hunt won’t start for a week, which should give me enough time to gain some distance. It’ll be a while before we’re back, but in the meantime you should continue heading toward the gorge. Whichever one of us gets there first can stake our claim. Also, I need you to do me another favor. Keep an eye out for the Gorgon Company. My guess is that the closer the World Guard get to the center of the mountains, the more likely they are to appear. I have unfinished business with them.”

Taking a deep breath, Joseph nodded.

“All right,” he said. “Stay safe.”

Merrick was slightly surprised, though gratified, as he had expected Joseph to try to argue with him, convincing him to stay and figure out another solution, but the hard-bitten prospector seemed to understand Merrick well. Using the token Captain Carson had given him, it would have been possible for Merrick to request citizenship in the Empire, and doing so would have put Kathov in a terribly awkward situation. Yet Merrick knew from his memories that such a solution wasn’t a solution at all, as it would have simply enraged the lizardman and likely caused him to hunt down every Teresk he could find to compensate for the dishonor of being forced off the hunt. Though the thought of the Emmerich warrior coming after him was genuinely nerve-wracking, Merrick could sense that he was making the right choice. With Sellie and Maro by his side, he took off, even as Joseph headed to speak to Captain Carson.

Just as he was leaving the camp, Maro spotted two Emmerich crouched at the gate. They spotted him immediately, a faint sense of cold mockery in their gazes as they took in his pack. Instead of continuing out of the gate, Merrick turned and walked up to them. Neither of the two Emmerich had been with Kathov, but Merrick didn’t care. Stopping in front of them, he stared at them evenly. The lizardmen were so large that, even crouched, their eyes were almost even with his, and for a few seconds the two groups just examined each other.
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“I’m going west,” Merrick said in common, his voice calm. “If Kathov is tired of living, tell him to follow.”

The mockery in the two warriors’ gazes slowly transformed into confusion, and one of them stood up, towering over Merrick.

“Are you courageous or foolish?” he asked, leaning forward until his face was only a foot from Merrick’s.

“Neither,” Merrick replied calmly, “but I swear on my soul that however many come, that’s how many will die.”

“A threat we’ve heard before, a threat never carried out,” the other Emmerich hissed.

Without replying, Merrick turned and walked away, Maro and Sellie trailing after him. It was only once they were out of the gate, and a good distance down the road, that Maro spoke.

“You weren’t joking,” he said. “Either of those two could have taken the three of us apart without much trouble. And this Kathov guy, he’s stronger than them?”

“By a good bit,” Merrick replied. “So we’d better get moving.”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick tapped into the song of the world, activating his Land Strider ability.

“Follow me closely,” he said as he broke into a jog.

Sellie, already used to this sort of travel, kept pace with ease, following Merrick’s path as closely as possible. Maro had a harder time of it, but he still did his best. And until evening came, the three of them ran along the paths of the mountains, heading directly west from their camp.

Well after the sun had gone down, Merrick slowed, and a moment later his two breathless friends caught up. Sellie, though clearly tired, looked as if she could keep going. Maro, on the other hand, was breathing heavily and collapsed to the ground as soon as they stopped.

“Come on, get up,” Merrick said, prodding his friend with his toe. “We need to set up camp.”

It wasn’t long after that they had set up a fire and were sitting around it, warding off the cool mountain air. For the last ten minutes, Maro had been shooting glances at Merrick and Sellie, clearly wanting to hear all about their adventures since the last time they had met. As they settled down, Merrick complied, giving him a brief overview of what had happened. When Maro heard of Barak’s death, he was furious. So furious, Merrick thought he might swear a blood oath right then and there. Instead, his large friend picked up a rock that was next to him and crushed it with a squeeze as he ground his teeth together.

“It is your offense to avenge,” he said finally after calming down. “But if there’s any way I can help, you have but to ask.”

“Thank you,” Merrick replied. “I’m sure the day will come.”

As he told the rest of the story, finally ending with what had happened earlier that morning, when he and Sellie ran into Kathov, he saw Maro’s heavy brow furrowing.

“So what now? Do we just flee, as far as we can?”

“No,” Merrick said. “I’ve been called. That’s why we head west.”

Maro clearly didn’t know what Merrick was talking about, but from the way Sellie’s eyes widened, it was clear she did.

“You mean your guardian,” she said.

Hesitating for half a second, Merrick nodded.

“Yes, Snake appeared to me in a vision, calling me to come and find her temple, so even if we had not met Kathov, I would be going to the west.”

“I don’t understand,” Maro said, scratching his head as he looked between the two of them. “What do you mean you were ‘called’?”

“Warriors who are exceptionally favored are sometimes called by their spirit guardians,” Sellie said, her eyes gleaming. “According to the legends, these warriors are given a test, and if they pass the test, they can carry the very manifestation of their guardian with them, becoming tremendously powerful.”

“Huh,” Maro said, wrinkling his nose. “That sounds fun. So how do you get one of these callings?”

“It isn’t something you can just get,” Sellie replied. “In fact, I’ve never heard of anybody being called by the spirits. The only reason I know anything about it is because in the legends of the great heroes it’s recorded that they each saw their guardian spirit in a dream.”

“Whoa. Does that mean Merrick is going to be a great hero?” Maro asked, his eyes going wide as he turned to stare at Merrick.

Feeling slightly uncomfortable, Merrick shook his head.

“I don’t think so,” he said. “But even if it did, I still have to pass the test, right? And who knows what that is. But enough of this. There’s no use speculating until we know more. Let’s get some rest. We’re going to be moving fast tomorrow.”

With a groan, Maro flopped backward, his body making a dull thud as he hit the ground.

“Maybe I should have just stayed back at the village,” he grumbled.

Despite his complaints, Maro was up just as early as the other two and ready to set off. After smothering the fire, Merrick led the way again, this time moving slightly slower in the hope that doing so would allow Maro to keep up for longer. As they traveled, Merrick’s senses were stretched to their limit as he immersed himself in the song of the world. Sellie was alert as well, her eyes constantly scanning the sky, looking for any sign of the scaled beast’s flying scouts. Maro just concentrated on running, which took up all of his focus. Toward afternoon, they arrived at a small crossroads, where the path diverged in a few different directions, pausing so Maro could rest.

Merrick closed his eyes and focused, soon isolating the thread of sound that pulled him toward the west. So far, it had served as a good guide, drawing him along the correct paths as he passed through the mountains. After determining which path they should be traveling on, Merrick took a moment to rearrange his pack. He still had his two pistols tucked in the back of his belt, so he moved them to a more easily accessible location and got out the rifle he had hidden in his pack. Seeing it, Maro was quite interested.

“Hey, is that one of those strange weapons the humans use?” he asked, his eyes gleaming as he examined it.

Knowing his friend was quite interested in anything related to fighting, Merrick nodded and handed it to Maro, who took it quite gingerly.

“You won’t be able to fire it,” Merrick said. “It requires special conditions to be able to activate.”

With growing confidence, Maro nodded and examined the weapon all over, paying careful attention to the bands of metal that ran around it.

“One of our warriors brought one back,” he said. “But we couldn’t figure out how to use it.”

“Like I said, that’s because they’ve been built for the prospectors,” Merrick replied, taking the gun back after Maro was done examining it.

“But then why do you have it?” Maro asked, giving Merrick a confused look.

“Because I can use them,” Merrick replied calmly.

Sellie, who already knew this fact, laughed lightly at Maro’s dumbfounded expression.

“Are you serious? Can you teach me?”

Remembering the excruciating pain he had undergone as he built the mana circuits in his hands, Merrick shook his head.

“No, it’s not a matter of teaching,” he said. “Though maybe someday I can show you how I did it and then you can decide if you want to do it as well.”

As he spoke, Merrick lifted his hands and shifted a hint of mana into them, causing the complex pattern traced out on his palm and each of his fingers to glow faintly. With a hiss, Maro drew back.

“What is that?” he asked, clearly unsettled by what he was seeing.

“They call it a mana circuit,” Merrick replied. “But we can talk more about that tonight. We’ve rested enough. Let’s go.”

With a groan, Maro nodded and fell in behind Sellie, and the three of them began running once more. Had he been alone, Merrick could have traveled at least twice as fast, if not faster, drastically reducing the amount of time it took to cover the distance. Though there was a part of him that thought it might be best to leave the other two behind, his time alone in the mountains had taught him how valuable companionship was. Besides, he had a sneaking suspicion that finding the temple would be fraught with danger.

On the third day, Sellie spotted a faint haze in the distance and reported that it was cooking fires. Realizing they’d stumbled upon a Teresk village, Merrick led them on a slight detour, and half an hour later they saw the wooden walls of the village appear. It didn’t look large, with maybe a hundred houses packed in tightly inside the palisade, and there was only one guard standing at the gate. He eyed Merrick and the others warily, his gaze lingering on Maro especially, who towered above everyone else.

“We are spirit warriors of the Sky Mountain tribe,” Merrick said, giving the guard a salute. “We’re traveling through the area and would like permission to pass through your lands, as well as trade for some food.”

Hearing the name of the much bigger tribe, the guard hurried to welcome them in, and soon they were sitting with the village elder, an old man whose wrinkly face had seen many seasons. Not wanting to waste too much time, Merrick asked if the village had food to trade and was somewhat surprised when the village elder brought out three already-packed bags.

“Our village is a popular stopping-off point,” he said with a light laugh. “These are for you.”

“What would you trade for them?” Sellie asked, opening up one of the bags and quickly checking through it.

“Nothing,” the elder replied, waving his hand. “It is our pleasure to assist the Sky Mountain tribe in its endeavors.”

Seeing Sellie glancing toward him, Merrick nodded and gave the elder a warrior’s bow. The elder likely thought they were out on a mission for the Sky Mountain tribe and aimed to ingratiate himself with the larger tribe by helping them out. That served Merrick just fine, and he promised to remember the favor when he made it back to his village.

Beaming, the village elder escorted them to the gate and sent them on their way, now carrying two weeks worth of food. Though the stop-off had taken them a total of three hours, Merrick wasn’t overly concerned. He was confident they would be able to make it through the mountains before the week was over, which would put Kathov far behind. Whether the lizard man would be able to trail them through the desert, Merrick didn’t know, but he was confident he’d be able to spot Kathov before he was spotted, at which point Merrick was planning to ambush him, putting a beam through the lizard’s skull before he could get close.

They were currently a few days’ travel from the Sky Mountain’s hunting grounds, and Merrick thought for a moment about stopping at the new village. That would undoubtedly take up more of their time, however, and he could only imagine that his sister would be rather hesitant to let him continue on his journey after seeing him again. Though he did want to see her, now wasn’t the time for it. And so they pushed through, quickly crossing the Sky Mountain tribe’s hunting grounds as they headed further west.

On the fifth day, just as the landscape was beginning to change, the mountains giving way to foothills, their luck ran out. Up until this point, thanks to Merrick’s guidance and his sensitivity to the song of the world, they’d been able to avoid the scaled beasts that roamed the mountains, keeping themselves clear of the monsters and making good time. Exhaustion had started to set in, however, and Merrick knew that they would likely have to stop soon to rest.

Pulling his map out of his pack, he studied it as they jogged along, looking for a good place to make their next camp. He was so preoccupied that he missed the subtle discordance that rapidly overtook the song, only hearing it when it was too late.

“What in Bear’s name is that?” he heard Maro ask.

Slowing to a stop, Merrick looked up. They were currently descending from the mountain ranges, passing through a pine forest. On a small bluff around a thousand feet away perched one of the scaled beasts, staring at them silently as if it were a statue. Whipping up his rifle, Merrick took aim, but before he could fire the creature was gone, and Merrick knew they were in trouble. Clenching his teeth, he held his rifle tight as he scanned the bluff. Then he heard it, a faint screech that echoed into the distance.

“They spotted us,” he said. “We gotta go.”

Without another word, he turned and they ran, fleeing down the hills as fast as they could to try and create as much distance as possible. Thankfully, the pine trees provided excellent cover from the sky, so Merrick wasn’t particularly worried they’d have a featherless beast on their tail, but even with the cover from the trees, he knew they weren’t safe. His hope was that they could gain enough distance that whatever scaled beast did catch up with them wouldn’t bring with them the unending horde.

What he did know, however, is that the scaled beasts tended to move in packs, which meant that regardless they were going to be in for a fight. On his own he may have been able to outrun them, but with Maro and Sellie, there was no way. The scaled beasts were incredibly quick and had considerably more stamina than most animals their size. Why that was exactly, Merrick didn’t know, but as they ran down the hills, he began to look for a good place to make their stand. A few times Maro nearly stumbled, barely catching himself in time, forcing Merrick to slow their mad descent. Spotting a small outcropping of rock, Merrick pointed at it.

“Here,” he said, changing directions so quickly that the other two had to double back after running past him.

Together, they ducked into a small alcove formed from where one of the rocks had split, creating a space around eight feet wide.

Closing his eyes, Merrick regulated his breathing, doing his best to ignore the sounds of Maro sucking down air next to him as he tapped into the song of the world. He could feel the strident chord of approaching danger, along with the discordant sounds that indicated the enemy.

“Two hundred feet away,” he said, “and approaching fast.”

His eyes snapped open, and he examined the space they had chosen.

“Good,” Maro said, his breath finally calming down. “Because I’m tired of running.”

“Be careful,” Sellie warned Maro. “The monsters are really dangerous.”

With a grunt, Maro nodded, his fingers flexing as he began to breathe in and out sharply, rolling his shoulders at the same time. Merrick, still trying to anticipate when the enemy would arrive, was distracted as a faint glow lit up Maro’s hands. Before he could ask what it was, the enemy was upon them.


11


Three scaled beasts raced around the corner of the rock and launched themselves into the gap with furious hisses. Maro let out a roar and surged forward, his fists landing on the head of the first monster and causing it to burst like an overripe melon. He grabbed the second and smashed it to the side, its bones shattering against the boulder. The third beast caught an arrow in its throat, causing it to choke and stagger as it tried to leap toward Maro, who put it down with another swift punch.

Every single time Maro’s hands arced through the air, Merrick could swear he saw a faint glow around them, appearing as an illusory paw, as if Maro’s hands were shrouded in his Great Spirit’s paws. Figuring he could ask about what was going on later, Merrick lined up his rifle, and when the next scaled beast rounded the corner, he fired his shot.

With a loud bang, the beam tore past Maro, who jumped to the side with a faint scream. The beam passed through the first scaled beast and the second, before melting a hole in the side of the boulder. The third scaled beast, which had barely missed being fried, hesitated for a brief moment, just long enough for Sellie to put an arrow in its eye. Writhing in pain, the monster began to flail around wildly.

As more scaled beasts came around the corner, the rifle was still recharging, so in struggling past their dying companion, they were met by Maro, whose fists pounded them into pulp with unsettling ease. The fight was quick, much quicker than Merrick had anticipated, and only a few minutes after they had been attacked, the last of the scaled beasts had been killed. The discordant sound was still present, but it was incredibly faint, leading Merrick to believe there were no enemies in their immediate vicinity. Seeing Maro shaking the blood from his fists, Merrick took a deep breath.

“That was rather terrifying,” he said, eyeing his friend’s massive hands.

“Hold on,” Sellie said, glaring at Maro. “I thought your gift was more strength.”

With a slight smirk, Maro shrugged.

“It’s a secret,” he said.

“Well, secret or not, you can tell us about it later,” Merrick replied, interrupting Sellie before she could continue speaking. “Let’s get going.”

Without complaint, Sellie and Maro fell in behind Merrick and they continued on their way, doing their best to distance themselves from the fight. Finding a deep creek, Merrick led the others into it, washing the smell of the scaled beasts’ blood from them. After wading down the creek for a good while, they found a rocky bank and scrambled up, taking care not to dislodge any of the stones into the water.

As they continued on, Merrick found a couple plants by the side of the path and picked them, rubbing the leaves between his fingers until the juice started to stain his skin. He dabbed the pulped leaves around his body, then gave them to Maro and Sellie to do the same, further hiding their scent. Every once in a while he would stop, pausing for a moment to examine the song of the world. The discordant noise that signified the presence of the scaled beasts grew continually fainter until he couldn’t hear it at all, and with a sigh, he ordered them to set up camp.

By this time they had nearly exited the foothills, and the terrain was starting to change. Trees were less common, and the bushes had begun to lose their vibrant green. Even the grass underfoot was beginning to dry out, becoming brittle and yellowed. As Maro got a fire going and Sellie got their food out, Merrick studied the map. They appeared to be on the edge of the large desert, and another day’s travel should put them squarely in it. Night had fallen while they traveled, and though he gazed into the distance, Merrick couldn’t see any of the landmarks he was hoping to. With a sigh, he put his map away and accepted the bowl that Sellie handed him.

“One more day,” she said as they sat down by the fire.

“One more day till what?” Maro asked in between bites.

“Until Kathov comes after us,” Merrick replied. “Tonight is the sixth day. Tomorrow will be the seventh. It’s taken us a week to get through the mountains.”

“So that means as long as we keep going we should be able to stay ahead, right?”

“No,” Merrick replied, calmly. “I would guess that the Emmerich could probably move about twice as fast as we can. Which means they’ll only need three days, maybe three and a half, to cover the same distance.”

Frowning, Maro put his bowl down.

“Is it because of me?” he asked. “You’ve been forced to slow down to allow me to keep up.”

“No,” Merrick replied adamantly, shaking his head. “Even if I was moving on my own, they would catch up. It might take them a little bit longer, but at the end of the day, they’ll find us.”

“You seem surprisingly calm for someone who’s about to be hunted,” Sellie said.

With a smile, Merrick finished the last of his food and looked up. The night was clear, and though the moon was only a sliver, it cast bright light down on them. To his surprise, he found that Sellie was right. Though he knew that Kathov was stronger than he was, he found himself unconcerned. He had survived everything that had been thrown at him for the last year, making it through situations that would have killed him without his guardian spirit’s guidance.

“Strength isn’t everything,” he said.

“Well, I don’t know about that,” Maro interrupted with a rumbling laugh, flexing his biceps.

Grinning at his friend’s joke, Merrick shrugged.

“The weak have their own ways of fighting,” he said, patting his rifle. “The humans, on an individual basis, are much weaker than the Emmerich or even the scaled beasts. And yet, theirs is the empire that spans multiple worlds. I’m not as weak as a human, but I can learn from them. And besides, as long as I can get to Snake’s temple, who knows, maybe the hunter will become the hunted.”

After resting for a few hours, they began to travel once more, not wanting to waste any time. The further they traveled, the drier the landscape grew. Soon, the air had a particular tang to it, as if simply breathing sucked the moisture from their mouths. They’d made sure to fill their waterskins at the last stream they had come to, unsure when they would find more water in their journey through the desert. But Merrick wasn’t particularly concerned. In the memories that danced through his head, he knew of multiple ways to find water in a desert. And his connection to the song of the world made him even more confident that it wouldn’t be a problem. Around midday, they finally saw the dunes in the distance. Beyond them, a large stand of mesas rose vertically from the desert, their walls presenting an imposing barrier.

“Wow. We don’t have to get to the top of one of those, do we?” Maro asked, pointing at one of the mesas in the distance. Even from this far away, it was easy to tell that the sheer cliffs running around the edge of the mesa would be nigh impossible to climb.

“I don’t think so,” Merrick said, his eyes drifting to the south. “Our path leads us south of them, out into the open desert.”

“Well, then what are we waiting for?” Maro asked. “It’s not like the day is going to get any drier.”

“Hold on,” Sellie said.

Turning to look at her, Merrick saw that she was pointing into the distance. He squinted his eyes, following the direction of her finger. All he saw, however, were the dancing heat waves rising from the dunes.

“Sellie, we can’t see what you’re pointing at,” Maro said, his voice a rumble.

“Oh, right,” Sellie replied with an awkward chuckle. “There’s something out there. It looks like a cart or something. It’s got equipment scattered around.”

“How far away is it?” Merrick asked.

“Maybe two miles,” Sellie replied. “Should we go check it out?”

“Yes,” Merrick said. “It might give us some sense of what kind of danger we’re going to be facing in the desert, since none of us have ever been here before.”

With Sellie taking point, as she was the only one who could see where the cart was, the three of them entered the desert. The dried grass soon gave way to hard-packed dirt, cracked from the relentless rays of the scorching sun. All three of them had long since shed their coats, exposing their bare skin to the harsh summer sun. The air grew stifling, as the desert seemed to lack any sort of breeze whatsoever.

At first, Merrick attempted to fan himself, but even that seemed unable to make the air move. And so, as if walking through an oven, the three of them continued on in single file, Sellie at the front, Merrick in the middle, and Maro bringing up the rear. As they traveled, Merrick tried to connect to the song of the world, though he found it quite hard, in large part due to the intense heat. Once they were about half a mile from the spot Sellie had pointed out, Merrick caught sight of the cart, leaving him to marvel at how good Sellie’s eyesight was.

After much longer than Merrick felt it should have taken, they reached the cart and discovered why it had been abandoned. One of the wheels was broken in multiple places, and another had a deep crack running through it. It appeared as if the cart had slipped into a ditch, smashing one of the wheels against the stones at the bottom and leaving the entire thing tilted into the air.

True to Sellie’s words, there were dozens of half-open parcels scattered around the cart, and a quick examination showed that most of them were prospector’s tools, the same sort of gear Merrick had seen in the general store back in Coldwater. The thought of the town caused him to swallow, grimacing at the gritty taste in his mouth.

Merrick, who was taking a drink from one of his waterskins, shook his head. “Looks like it was just an accident,” he said, glancing at the cart.

Sellie, who was going through a few of the nearby boxes, nodded.

“I imagine they couldn’t carry much, so they left everything except for what was most vital and either retreated or continued on their way.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Merrick said, staring at the ground in front of the cart. “See, it looks like their horses were spooked.”

The others walked over and stared at the scuffed-up dirt, clearly unable to see whatever it was Merrick was noticing.

“Look, here. The horses were traveling normally, two of them tied together, side by side. Then the one on the left tried to rear up and twist, lunging to the right. That knocked into the horse beside it, causing it to collapse. That sent the cart into the ditch. Look, see that dark spot? That’s blood, probably from the horse.”

On careful feet, doing his best not to disrupt the ground, Merrick traced the path of the bolting horses a dozen feet ahead. There he stilled as the sight of bleached bone came into view. Almost in a trance, he reached out, testing the bone with his fingers.

“No more than a day old,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. Sensing the underlying grimness in his voice, Maro’s forehead wrinkled.

“A day? Then shouldn’t it have flesh?”

“Yes, but it’s been picked clean. And if you look at the bones, you can see that whoever did it wasn’t particularly gentle.”

Licking his chapped lips, Maro looked around, as if he might see whichever creature had done this lurking nearby.

“We should get going,” Sellie said, also quite nervous. Merrick didn’t move and instead held up his hand, indicating for the others to be quiet. For a long minute, he sat silently, his eyes slowly shifting across the landscape.

“Maro, when I tell you, I need you to hit the ground as hard as you possibly can.”

Blinking at the unexpected request, Maro nodded, and for another long minute everything was silent. The hot, desert air lay like a thick, uncomfortable blanket over them, pressing down on them as sweat dripped down their skin. Suddenly, in a flash, Merrick grasped for his spears and leapt to his feet.

“Now!” he yelled, and with a loud roar Maro unleashed a heavy stomp on the ground, causing the sand all around them to erupt as the force of the stomp shattered the dry dirt.

There was a faint screeching sound as Merrick darted forward, one of his spears sinking into the ground near Sellie’s feet. The sand in that location shifted, threatening to rip the spear from his grasp, but he held on tight and heaved, pulling a struggling scorpion out of the ground. It was almost two feet long and had large pincers and a fierce-looking tail that it shook wildly. Merrick’s spear had gone through its tail and pierced into the tough shell covering its body, pinning its tail in place and preventing it from being able to stab Sellie.

“We need to go, now!” Merrick yelled, and needing no further encouragement, the other two broke into a sprint.

With a kick, Merrick freed his spear and sprinted after them. They headed further into the desert, straight toward one of the mesas in the distance. He could see the scattered footprints tracing out a trail in front of them, and as he quickly caught up to the other two, he pointed them out.

“The others ran this way as well,” he said.

“But did they make it?” Maro asked, his voice a deep rumble.

“I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?” Sellie replied.

Even as she ran, she turned and glanced over her shoulder and in one smooth motion drew, nocked, and loosed an arrow, just as a scorpion burst up out of the sand. The arrow stabbed the screeching creature in the mouth, driving in with such force that it nearly disappeared as it skewered straight through the beast.

“Hey, good shot!” Merrick said as Sellie grinned.

“Thanks,” Sellie said, “but I definitely don’t have enough arrows for all of them.”

“All of who?” Maro asked, glancing over his shoulder.

“Them,” Sellie replied as a hundred other scorpions burst out of the sand.

“We need to make it to something they can’t burrow through,” Merrick yelled. “If we stop now, we’re dead. Sellie, see if you can find a place where we can make a stand.”

“Got it,” she said, her eyes starting to scan the horizon even as the three of them sprinted madly across the dunes.
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Running through sand shouldn’t have been easy. From the amount of spray Maro’s heavy footsteps sent into the air to be whipped away by the wind, it was clear he was struggling. Even Sellie, as agile as she was, found running in the sand cumbersome. Merrick, however, slipped across the top of the sand like a ghost, his feet barely seeming to touch. The difference was so stark he actually had to slow down on multiple occasions to avoid completely outpacing his friends.

Every thirty seconds or so, he would turn around and unleash a barrage of shots at the scorpions. One from his rifle and two from the pistols he carried, each beam burning a neat hole in one of the scorpion’s carapaces. He had picked up two experience points for the giant sand scorpion he had killed, and as more and more of them fell, he could feel bits of experience trickling in.

Those who were swiftest raced along behind them, forming a large, dusty trail, their pincers clacking wildly as they hissed. Merrick took care of the ones out front first and was repulsed to see that each fallen scorpion was swiftly devoured by the others, which then pursued them with redoubled effort.

Maro was concentrating with all his might on running, desperately trying to wade through the thick sand, while Sellie split her time between looking for a place to protect their feet and trying not to get her own feet stuck in the sand. After a few more minutes, she suddenly pointed to the southwest.

“There’s something over there,” she yelled. “It looks like a building of some sort.”

“Then let’s go,” Merrick yelled back, placing the pistol he had just fired in its sheath and running after his friends.

“We’ve gotta hop a dune,” Sellie replied. “It’s just past the next one.”

Having had quite enough of slogging through the sand, Maro suddenly reached down and grabbed Sellie, lifting her up as he let out a tremendous roar and suddenly dashed ahead in great big strides. The entirety of the sand dune began to tremble under his footsteps, but rather than sink down into the sand, he accelerated explosively. Just as he reached the edge of the dune, his legs tensed and he launched himself into the air, flying wildly across the gap between the dunes. The explosive force of his jump caused the dune Merrick was still on to shudder, and as swiftly as he could he ran across the top of it, his feet magically finding just the right spots to avoid being thrown to the ground.

As the dune quaked, sand began to cascade, causing many of the scorpions behind him to get buried. This wasn’t a problem for them, as they soon dug their way out, but Merrick found himself free from the scorpions for the moment. As quickly as possible, he chased after Maro, who landed with a thunderous boom on the other dune, causing half of it to explode into a massive cloud of dust.

Catching sight of one of the buildings Sellie had mentioned before, whose roof peeked above the thick cloud of sand Maro had thrown up, Merrick sprinted up the collapsing remains of the dune and found himself in front of an old stone building. Maro and Sellie had already gone in, and as Merrick entered he glanced over his shoulder, only to see a swarm of scorpions tracing his path along the dunes and rushing towards the open doorway. Still spitting sand out of his mouth, Maro grinned.

“This is much better,” he said, tapping his knuckles on the stone wall.

“Let’s just hope they can’t burrow through stone,” Sellie said, getting out her bow. “Let’s get in position.”

Wishing he could give his mana rifle to Sellie, Merrick held one of his pistols in his left hand and drew one of his spears with his right. The building they were in was a single large room, connected by a short hallway to another building that was about half the size. They didn’t have time to go and explore it, so instead Merrick guarded the windows while Maro stood in the doorway. Sellie took up position behind them, her breathing only just calming down after the furious flight through the air.

“Here they come,” Maro yelled as half a dozen chittering scorpions desperately tried to climb over each other to be the first to attack.

Taking advantage of the fact that they were piled up together, Merrick unleashed a shot, burning a hole through three of them, then thrust his pistol into its holster, quickly drawing the other. By swapping between them he’d have a shot every fifteen seconds, and those who came in between would get a taste of his spear.

Sellie, who had a limited number of arrows, kept a vigilant watch for any scorpions that might try to break into the building other ways than the front door. Maro, using his body to block the main passage into the room, smashed and kicked, each of his blows pulverizing a scorpion. Soon his body was covered in disgusting ichor, but the tide of scorpions seemed endless.

After fighting fiercely for five minutes, Merrick saw a hint of movement at one of the windows on the right side of the building. Spinning, he heard Sellie’s shout as she loosed an arrow toward the left side of the building. There was a wail as her arrow pierced through the eye of one of the scorpions, killing it. At the same time, another scorpion tried to scramble in through the window Merrick had been facing. His pistol let out a crack, and without a sound the scorpion fell backward, a large smoking hole in its carapace.

“I really have to learn how to use one of those,” Sellie said with a grin.

Considering how lethal she was with her bow, Merrick agreed. He could only imagine how deadly she would be with a long rifle. There was no time to dwell on it, however, as more scorpions began trying to force their way in. As much as he wished he could give Maro a reprieve, Merrick was kept busy, blasting the scorpions into pieces and using his spear to finish off the others while his two pistols and mana rifle recharged.

Finally, abandoning the mana weapons entirely, he drew his other spear and set to work, tearing through the scorpions almost as fast as Maro. Spinning past Sellie, who was almost out of arrows, he stabbed a scorpion through the top of its carapace, his hand pulling back before its tail could strike. The edge of his other spear swung in a wide arc, snipping off another scorpion stinger. As the scorpion writhed, he jumped over it, skewering it with a quick stab as he went.

At the door, the bodies of the scorpions had piled so high that only a few could break their way in, but a grotesque munching sound coming from the other side told Maro any reprieve he had was only temporary. Everyone’s strength was beginning to flag, and yet the scorpions continued to come, pouring into the building with no regard for their lives. Sellie’s quiver was almost empty, and the heavy aura that surrounded Maro’s fists had faded to only a fraction of what it had once been. Even Merrick was starting to feel the strain, and finally he called for them to retreat.

“Into the hallway,” he said, picking up his pistols to cover Maro’s retreat.

Rushing into the small hallway, Merrick had Sellie go first and Maro follow after her. He stepped in last, stepping over the broken and decaying remains of the wooden door which had once sealed the passage. The hallway was nearly twenty feet long and just about four feet wide, which didn’t give Maro proper space to swing his fists.

“Go see if the other building is safe,” Merrick said. “I’ll stop the scorpions here.”

A moment later, the wall of dead scorpions that had been blocking the doorway to the first building broke and a swarm of giant sand scorpions flooded into the room. The many corpses already in the room occupied them for another minute, buying Merrick time to calm his breath. But then, with a shriek, one of the scorpions darted toward him, only to meet the stone blade of his spear, which tore through the front of its carapace.

Flicking his wrist, Merrick threw the scorpion back into the waiting throng, which seemed to enrage them, and they charged toward him. The tips of his spears moved like lightning, stabbing, sweeping, and chopping, reducing any monster that got within his range to chunks. Still, the onslaught was so fierce he was forced to take a step back, and then another. Little by little, the onrushing horde of scorpions forced him to retreat down the passageway.

It didn’t take long before Merrick could feel his muscles burning. It was one thing to keep up high-intensity combat for a few minutes. It was another to keep it up for any longer. As the minutes dragged on, Merrick could feel his speed starting to slip. Missing a block, he barely got his shoulder out of the way as a venomous stinger jabbed toward him. Using the butt end of one of his spears to knock the stinger aside, he quickly dispatched the scorpion, but it cost him precious seconds, and more scorpions were already taking its place, throwing themselves at him.

Thousands of the creatures must have already died, and yet more still rushed into the hallway, seeming intent on nothing but devouring him. He still hadn’t heard anything from Sellie or Maro and concern gripped his heart, but he knew that the best thing he could do in this situation was trust them, so that’s what he did. Putting their situation out of his mind, he focused on nothing but the monsters in front of him.

He could feel the click of the scorpion’s claws on the hard stone floor, hear the snap of their claws and their angry chitters and hisses. It formed a strange cacophony, one drastically different but faintly reminiscent of the discordant noises the scaled beasts made. Merrick could also feel the song his body produced, the beating of his heart, the rushing of blood through his veins, the creak of his muscles, and his heavy, labored breaths mixed in.

In his highly concentrated state, the sounds began to merge together, transforming into a terrifying and exhilarating song. From all around him, the song of the world swelled to match the tempo of his body and the monsters he faced, and Merrick fell into a trance. His spears slowed, perfectly matching the rhythm of the monsters lunging toward him. Yet rather than finding himself at a disadvantage, Merrick’s blades cut through the scorpions as if there was nothing to them, no form or substance to impede the edge of his blade.

In his eyes, the scorpions seemed full of weaknesses, their shells soft and easy to pierce. His breathing began to slow as well, each breath causing his chest and diaphragm to expand powerfully, sending energy into his body. Finding he couldn’t reach the next scorpion, Merrick took a small step forward, his mind locked in on one thing and one thing only, killing the enemy. More scorpions surged toward him, more scorpions fell. His spears were a blur of gray that wove an inescapable net for the scorpions lunging forward, and once more Merrick found the scorpions behind out of reach.

Another step forward, another wall of death. The powerful martial abilities he had so painstakingly drilled began to fade away and were instead discarded for another sort of movement, one perfectly in tune with the song that swelled all around him. He had just reached the end of the hallway, and was about to step out through the door into the sea of scorpions beyond, when a massive hand grabbed the back of his neck, yanking him backward. It wasn’t that he had missed Maro’s approach, but instead that he hadn’t counted him an enemy. Now Maro fled back down the passageway, hauling Merrick, who was still in a daze, with him.

“Come on,” Maro yelled, bolting through the door as an angry cacophony of scorpions sounded behind them.

The building they had entered held a staircase that spiraled upward, and as Maro ran inside he yelled out to Sellie, “Now.”

There was a grinding sound and a heavy thud as a thick stone door slammed down, sealing the hallway and crushing half a dozen scorpions who had been right on their heels. There were no windows in this building, but still light seemed to fill it, and as they raced up the stairs, Maro still casually holding onto Merrick by the back of his neck, they soon arrived at a small room at the top of the building. There, Sellie was standing with her hands held over a large crystalline orb. Her face, dotted with beads of sweat, relaxed considerably when she saw them, and with a sigh she fell back.

“It’s locked,” she said.

It was only now that Merrick came out of his daze, grimacing as a pounding headache assaulted him and exhaustion swept through his body. In his memories, he had seen this. After the Warrior overused his connection with the song of the world he would enter a fatigued state, where even moving would be painful.

“Are you alright?” Maro asked, staring at Merrick.

“Yes, I’m fine,” he croaked. “I just need some food. Water, too, if we have some.”

“Yes, we do,” Sellie said, digging through Maro’s pack to pull out a small silver flask.

This was one of the items Joseph had forced him to take when they left the camp. A small canteen with a manastone set in the bottom that produced an endless supply of water. Drinking the water in their water skins, they filled them back up from the magical canteen and took a moment to eat and rest.

“What is this place?” Merrick asked, trying to distract himself from his pounding headache by looking around.

“We’re not sure,” Sellie said, “but that stone right there seems to let you control the building. That’s how I locked the door.”

Seeing some writing around the base of the pillar where the crystalline sphere sat, Merrick got up and walked over.

“Control orb. Huh, I’ve never heard of anything like this.”

“Me neither,” Sellie said. “Just wait till you put your hand on it.”

“Sorry,” Maro added, scratching his cheek sheepishly. “The reason it took us so long is because when I touched it, there was a whole conversation I had to listen to. But even after listening to it, I couldn’t figure out how to make the thing work. So then Sellie had to go through the same thing again.”
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Curious, Merrick reached out and felt a thick, cool sort of mana surrounding the stone. Hesitating for a moment, he looked at the other two, but neither of them looked any worse for wear. So he licked his lips and put his fingers on it. Immediately, everything faded away. First to go was his surroundings, and then his body, taking the nagging headache with it. Instead, Merrick found himself in a small, empty space. An old Teresk, dressed in a long, yellow robe, sat serenely in the center of the space. In front of him appeared an orb that looked almost identical to the one Merrick knew he was currently touching.

“Welcome. What you have just touched is the command orb for this zone, assessing your authority.”

There was a whirring noise, and Merrick could feel the cool energy from the orb rushing through his body. Wherever it went, it seemed to linger before fading, and he found his headache was considerably relieved. Then all the sensations faded once more as the figure of the elderly Teresk stood up and bowed.

“I’ve been rude, not recognizing the emissary. As your blessing has not been confirmed, you will be unable to access the highest levels of the control orb’s functions, but there is still much you can do.”

There was a flash, and Merrick suddenly found himself back in his body, standing in the middle of the windowless room, his hand still touching the control orb. Information danced through his mind, causing his eyes to widen.

“What is it?” Sully asked, noticing the shock in his gaze. “What did you find?”

Without answering, Merrick concentrated on the control orb, and a moment later the stone around them began to fade, becoming transparent and giving them a wide view of the desert they had just run through. There was a tremendous amount of new knowledge in Merrick’s head. It was a situation he had experienced before, as the Warrior’s memories rolled through him. Taking a moment to sort it out, he frowned. A stream of energy rippled outward from the orb, causing Sellie to gasp. Maro, who was standing by one of the see-through walls, stared down at the building they had just come from and the mass of scorpions still surrounding them. Suddenly, he pointed.

“Hey, look, the scorpions, they’re leaving.”

Rushing over to stand next to him, Sellie was stunned to see the scorpions rapidly leaving just as quickly as they had come. Many of them carried bits and pieces of other scorpions in their claws. Still holding onto the orb, Merrick concentrated. Suddenly, the view shifted, as if the room they were in had lifted from the tower and was flying over the desert. Grasping onto Maro, Sellie stared down at her feet, which appeared to be standing on nothing but air as they hovered above the scorpions.

“Okay, how are you doing this?” Maro asked, too surprised to be frightened. “I’m pretty sure there weren’t any options like this when I tried it.”

“Me neither,” Sellie said. “This is incredible. How are we flying?”

“We’re not flying,” Merrick replied calmly. “We’re still in the same place. It’s just that we’re seeing a picture of what’s happening out there.”

After a few more moments, Merrick let out a tired sigh and lifted his hand. The stones slowly reappeared, sealing them in the windowless room once more. Seeing that Merrick’s forehead was still furrowed, Sellie came over.

“Is everything okay?” she asked, touching his arm lightly.

“Yes,” he said, after a moment. “Everything’s fine. It’s just, there’s a lot of information.”

Based on the glances Maro and Sellie exchanged, Merrick knew neither of them had any idea what he was talking about. The more he processed the information the orb had fed him, the clearer it was why. He was feeling quite drained from using the orb, and from his exertions before that. So he sat down next to it, leaning his head back against the pillar where the orb sat. Maro walked over and tapped the orb as Sellie sat next to Merrick.

“Huh,” he said, “it’s not working anymore.”

“It’s locked,” Merrick replied. “It’ll only respond to me, now that it’s been activated.”

“Merrick, can you tell us what’s going on?” Sellie asked.

“Yeah… I just… I need a little bit of time to organize everything.”

“Sure, take your time.”

Merrick, who was feeling like things were rapidly spiraling out of control, nodded gratefully at her and settled down to meditate. Soon the sound of breathing filled the air as the three young spirit warriors focused themselves, replenishing the energy they had expended over the last few days. Always in the back of Merrick’s mind was the fact that they were wasting time here, but something told him that what they had encountered was simply too important to ignore. The night passed, and as the morning sun broke over the horizon, Merrick took one final breath. The other two were already up, and they shared a light breakfast together before Merrick stood and touched the orb once more.

“I think it’ll be easier this way,” he said.

The air around them shimmered, and a wise-looking Teresk elder appeared near the wall.

“Hey, he’s that guy!”

“Shush,” Sellie said, interrupting Maro.

With a slight smile, the old Teresk bowed.

“My name is Administrator Three. You may refer to me as Elder Three. I have been tasked with explaining the function of this tower, as well as its current state. You stand in the Western Tower, primary control hub for what is known as the Western Region. This tower’s primary use is as a spoke of the primary control hub in the Central Region.”

“Merrick, I don’t get what he’s saying,” Maro whispered, but Sellie shushed him once more.

“Like the other five towers, this tower’s primary purpose is to oversee the Western Region on behalf of the Emperor of the Teresk Empire. Under the oversight of the Imperial Emissary stationed at this tower, various functions are available, including an array of defense settings, weather control, observation, direct movement, and the various secret protocols only accessible by the Emperor.”

“Hold on, did you say Emperor,” Sellie asked, “as in the Empire?”

“Not the prospectors’ empire,” Merrick replied. “Elder Three, would you mind explaining to us what the Empire is?”

A slightly curious look overcame Administrator Three’s face, but then he bowed.

“If you wish. The Teresk Empire spans the entirety of this world and oversees all beings who inhabit it. All Teresk are the Empire’s citizens.”

The old man’s words only added more confusion to Sellie and Maro’s faces, and with a sigh, Merrick rubbed his forehead.

“And when was the last Emperor on the throne?”

There was a momentary hitch in Elder Three’s expression, as if he was recalling a painful memory.

“9,432 years ago,” Elder Three said as his expression smoothed out.

“That’s almost 10,000 years. How?” Maro’s voice faded into silence.

“What happened?” Sellie asked.

Elder Three smiled, though his smile wasn’t very pleasant.

“Infighting among the clans, division among the Great Spirits. The elders attempted to force Teresk the Enlightened to take an heir of their choosing. He refused and sealed the Seat of Ascension, closing the way into the Central Palace.”

“Was there something wrong with the person they wanted to make the next emperor?” Merrick asked.

“The law of the Teresk Empire states only those who bear the seal of this world’s guardian spirit can ascend. No one had succeeded in earning that seal for a thousand years, and the elders all tried to give the seat of the emperor to someone who didn’t qualify. The Emperor disagreed, and so the path to the Ascension Seat remains blocked.”

“What happened to us?” Maro asked, voicing the question that was on everyone’s minds.

“The greatest minds of the Empire gathered to open the seal,” Elder Three said, his voice soft and a reminiscing look on his face. “I was one of them. Yet all we tried failed, and every time we made an attempt the backlash grew stronger, until even approaching the palace would cause the world to destabilize as mana began to run amok. It was the five Great Spirits who saved us, though they gave their lives in the process. They managed to balance the world long enough for us to bind ourselves to the control orbs scattered around the land. Over the years, the effect of our futile attempts have faded and the palace is no longer destabilizing this world.”

“You said the Great Spirits, they died,” Merrick said. “How can that be? There are still Great Spirits.”

“Time heals most things, and Spirits cannot truly die,” Elder Three said. “Enough time has passed that they have been reborn, though with no recollection of their past selves.”

“Are these towers all that’s left of the ancient empire?” Merrick asked, his forehead furrowing.

“Yes,” Elder Three replied, folding his hands in front of him. “Though the palace has been sealed since Emperor Teresk closed the gates. When that happened, much knowledge was lost. The Imperial Research Institute was sealed as well. As for what happened to this world...”

With a deep sigh, Elder Three turned and looked toward the wall as it grew transparent, showing the desert outside, along with the mountains in the distance.

“There were those who fled from this world, taking everything they could that was of any value. Those who remained were forced to struggle against the world itself as we worked slowly to bring it back in line. But the world seems to always have a way.”

Elder Three glanced over his shoulder, looking at Merrick.

“Ever since Snake was reborn, she has lacked the knowledge of how to give her blessing. I don’t speak of the minor blessings she distributes, but of the true blessing, the blessing of her emissary. Yet now, here you are, having been called, brought to the desert to be tested. Though you are weak, seek out Snake and pass her test. Once you have, more answers will be made apparent to you.”

Sensing the mana beginning to surge around them, Merrick stretched out his hand.

“Wait!”

But it was too late, and in the next moment he and his friends found themselves standing atop a sand dune, staring out at the vast desert. Whirling around in confusion, Maro’s face paled.

“Oh, this isn’t good,” he said. “What if the scorpions come back?”

“They won’t,” Merrick replied with a sigh, slowly putting his hand down. Sensing from his tone that he knew something, Sellie looked at him.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“They’re a defense measure, initiated by that control orb. My guess is that Elder Three used them to drive us to the tower.”

“Okay, but where is it?” Maro asked. “Shouldn’t it be right here?”

“No. It’s—” With a sigh, Merrick shook his head. “It’s really hard to explain. The tower doesn’t exist. Or it does exist, but everywhere. I’m not explaining this well, but even I’m having trouble grasping it, and that orb put the knowledge directly into my head. Something about spatial masking?”

“I know what masking is,” Sellie said, scratching her head. “But what does spatial mean?”

“That’s the problem. I have no idea,” Merrick replied bitterly.

“Probably something having to do with space,” Maro interjected. “Like, imagine that you had a big sheet. You could use it to hide space. Imagine that sheet looked like a tree. If you set it up around a particular space, then that space would just look like a tree, right?”

Seeing that both Merrick and Sellie were staring at him, Maro fell into an embarrassed silence.

“As crazy as it is to say, I think Maro got it mostly right,” Merrick finally said, waving his hand at the emptiness around them. “They’re just using real space to mask the other space. I don’t know what it means, except that we’re not going to be able to find the tower again unless Elder Three wants us to.”

“Which means we can’t hang around here,” Sellie said. “Kathov is probably already coming after us, and we’ve already lost almost a day to those scorpions and that weird vanishing tower.”

“You’re right,” Merrick said, getting out his map and checking their position.

Using the controls, he added a small mark where they had encountered the tower. He had been telling the truth when he said that the only way that they would be able to find it again was if Elder Three wanted them to. There was still a tremendous amount of confusion in his mind, but now, clearer than ever, he knew he needed to find Snake and understand what it meant to be her emissary.

[You have learned of the past. There’s an opportunity to change the future.]

[Ding! Quest issued. Find the Great Spirit, Snake, and become her emissary. Reward: Soul Shard, Major Blessing.]

Staring at the quest, Merrick scratched his head in bemusement and then, with a laugh, waved it away. Because they had walked slightly north, the team now headed for one of the large mesas directly in front of them, intending to curve around its southern side before trekking south. Traveling in the desert was tricky business, but as they got closer to the mesa, the land became less sandy and more rocky. Large cacti began to appear, along with thick brush that grew in massive clumps, forming what seemed like an impenetrable barrier.

Had it been just anyone, it wouldn’t have been out of the question to become hopelessly lost among the tall bushes, which rose to close to ten feet in some places, making it hard to get an accurate understanding of the landscape. Merrick, however, wasn’t just anyone. His Land Strider ability gave him an almost supernatural direction sense, allowing him to constantly pick the best path forward. At the same time, Snake’s call continually prompted him, pulling him along the right path to find her. Combined with Merrick’s connection with the song of the world, they made surprisingly good time. When night fell, Merrick found a small spot off to the side of the path they had been on, where they found the remains of other fires.

“It looks like other people have used this place to camp as well,” Merrick said, “so it must be a good spot.”

“I’ll start the fire,” Maro said.

“Hold on,” Merrick said. “This brush is pretty dry. If a blaze starts here, we’re going to be hard-pressed to get out alive. I think it’d be better if we camped without a fire.”

“But it looks like somebody else had a fire here,” Sellie said, pointing to the charred sticks.

“They’re months old,” Merrick replied. “It’s possible there’s a season when the brush either doesn’t exist or is resistant to fire, but I don’t like our chances right now.”
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Merrick hadn’t led them wrong yet, so reluctantly Sellie and Maro agreed, and the three settled down for a cold meal and then some sleep. For two days, they passed through the thick brush until, finally, a wide expanse of cracked earth and large cacti stretched before them. Curious about the shift in environment, Merrick saw winding nests of rocks and his eyes narrowed. They had just come through a difficult, natural labyrinth and now they were faced with another, though of a different kind.

“Well, at least this time we can start fires,” Maro said.

“Hold on,” Merrick replied. “Sellie, can you get a good look at this place?”

“Sure,” she said. “Maro, how about a hand?”

With a grunt, Maro nodded and crouched, holding out his hands for Sellie to step onto. Though the young woman was over six foot and weighed close to 180 pounds of pure muscle, Maro stood up with hardly any effort, flinging her high into the air. Gracefully, she soared up, spinning slowly as she looked across the landscape before plunging back down. Maro caught her neatly and put her on the ground, and with considerable excitement, she pointed to the west.

“There’s a path through the rocks, and there’s a village on the other side, situated around some sort of oasis.”

Hesitating for a moment, since the path toward Snake headed to the south, Merrick took a deep breath and nodded. “Let’s go visit them,” he said. “We might be able to learn something useful.”

The fact that Kathov was tracking him down wasn’t lost on Merrick, but he was confident that the shifting sand of the desert would be hard for even an Emmerich to track him across. Had he not known so much about the Emmerich from the Warrior’s memories, he would have been concerned that the lizardman might have some sort of mana-driven device that could be used to track him. But he knew that Kathov likely eschewed anything of the kind and would rely on nothing but his senses and training to find and kill his prey. That was exactly what Merrick was counting on. Half a day into their journey into the rocks, Merrick called for the other two to halt.

“Something the matter?”

“No,” Merrick replied. “Not really. I just thought we should say hello to the welcoming party.”

There was a quiet sound from up ahead, the sound of feet shifting on gravel, and Sellie’s hand immediately went to her quiver and the few arrows that remained. Lifting his hands to forestall any sort of conflict, Merrick called out, “We’re travelers passing through, seeking shelter and the wisdom of your elders.”

For a moment, the only response to his words was the desert wind that blew through the rocks with a whistling sound, and then a small group of Teresk dressed in browns and tans that matched the desert perfectly stepped out. The leader, a grizzled woman with steel-gray eyes, looked over them carefully.

“This is an awfully out-of-the-way place for travelers,” she said.

“Not if they’re coming to your village,” Merrick replied calmly, keeping his hands spread, palms forward.

With a grunt, the woman nodded and gestured for them to follow her.

“We’ll take you to the elders,” she said. “Never let it be said that the Dust tribe lacks hospitality.”

The three warriors who were with her silently spread out, soon merging back into the desolate desert they had appeared from. The woman leading them moved quickly, and twenty minutes later they arrived at a small crack in a massive boulder.

“Stay here,” she said and slipped into the crack.

Five minutes later, a rope ladder flipped down from one of the rocks and the woman with gray eyes gestured to them from the top.

“Come on up.”

One at a time, they climbed up the ladder, starting with Merrick and then Sellie, with Maro bringing up the rear. After he had hauled himself over the ledge at the top, the ladder was drawn back up and the woman led the three of them to descend into a small green paradise hidden away in the center of the desert. Fed from a large spring that formed an oasis, everything inside of the massive boulders was lush and green, and even the woman leading them seemed to regain some of her vigor as her hands brushed past the plants that crowded on either side of the path. It was rather strange to go from the empty desert wilderness outside to the overgrown greenery around the oasis, but Merrick could understand why anyone who spent time in the desert would want to live surrounded by plants like that.

“My name’s Vera,” the woman said over her shoulder. “I’m taking you to Elder Moore. He’ll arrange for your stay and be able to answer any questions you have.”

As they walked, Merrick saw hundreds of other Teresk, though none of them seemed particularly excited there were outsiders present. Considering how secretive and hidden this village was, it seemed rather natural for the villagers to be wary of outsiders, which put Merrick on his guard just in case anything happened.

They reached a small hut next to the lake without incident, and rather than take them into the hut, Vera knocked on the door, and a moment later an elderly man came out. He had a stooped back, was missing an arm, and his face and chest bore horrifying scars that made him look as if he had been gnawed on. Given his missing arm and limp, Merrick thought that might just be the truth. Still, he tried to be as respectful as possible when Vera introduced Elder Moore. The dlder thanked Vera, his gaze lingering on Merrick for an unusually long time, and then he invited them to sit.

“You’ll have to excuse me,” he said, his voice surprisingly rich despite his advanced age. “My shack does not have room for all of you. It barely has room enough for me.”

Finding his own witticism funny, he chuckled.

“I imagine all space is precious in your village,” Merrick said, looking around.

Along the way in he had only seen small buildings, many of them temporary.

With a laugh, Elder Moore nodded.

“It is true. It is an incredible privilege to live outside of the burrows, one that I do not take lightly. Most den in the rocks, and over the generations they have grown quite roomy. Here, however, where one can be next to the water and under the stars, space is limited. But enough of that. You are guests, and I’m sure you didn’t come to hear the ramblings of an old man. Tell me, why have you come?”

Though he asked the question of the group, Elder Moore stared at Merrick, as if he knew exactly why the young spirit warrior was there. There had been something in Vera’s expression as well that made Merrick think there was more to the situation and their welcoming than met the eye.

“In truth,” Merrick said, leaning forward slightly to meet Elder Moore’s gaze, “I felt a certain calling.”

Holding up his hand, Elder Moore nodded. “I suspected as much. You have the smell of Snake about you. It’s a distinct smell, one that those of us trained to understand it can pick up from miles away. It told us of your coming when the wind blew to the west. That was why Vera ranged so far.”

Maintaining his silence, Merrick just waited. Elder Moore had a faraway look in his eyes, as if he was reminiscing about something from long ago. With a smile, the elder shook his head.

“We’ll talk of this tonight,” he said. “First, let us eat.”

Merrick had no idea how the elder had done it, but somehow he had signaled to half a dozen young Teresk, who carried plates piled high with all sorts of different foods, to put down in front of Merrick and the others. Elder Moore seemed to have no regard for ceremony because, after standing and giving Merrick and the other two a light toast, he sat back down and gestured for them to dig in.

There was part of Merrick that was a bit nonplussed, as even the most basic friend-welcoming feast of the Sky Mountain Clan had six different toasts that all had to be given before food could be shared. But clearly he was in the minority, as both Maro and Sellie were digging in. From the way Elder Moore was looking at him, it didn’t seem like this was an intentional slight. So Merrick put his thoughts about tradition aside and joined his friends in eating. As soon as he did, a faintly relieved smile appeared on Elder Moore’s face.

As the young spirit warriors ate, the elder spoke in his calm, rich voice, telling them stories about the inhabitants of the desert, speaking of the various animals and plants the Teresk lived alongside. For the most part, Merrick simply listened, though occasionally he would ask a question, mostly just to confirm the knowledge he already had in his head. As dusk fell and the moon rose, casting its bright light across the oasis, Vera returned.

“Please escort Maro and Sellie to their den,” Elder Moore said. “I would speak with Merrick.”

Seeing the concerned look Sellie gave him, Merrick reached over and squeezed her shoulder.

“It’s fine,” he said. “The two of you should go and rest.”

“It’s a good idea,” Maro said, “because chances are we have some sort of ungodly hike coming tomorrow.”

Stifling a yawn, he patted Merrick on the back and he and Sellie followed Vera into the thick trees. Once they were out of earshot, Elder Moore gestured for Merrick to come over.

“Come sit,” he said, pointing at a stone that sat at the edge of the pond.

Walking over to the stone, Merrick saw a faint circular spiral on the stone and his brow furrowed. Warrior’s Observation had kicked in immediately, and it was with some surprise that he realized that a snake had been the one to leave the pattern in the stone.

Glancing up at Elder Moore, he saw the older man’s eyes twinkling.

“I remember the first time I saw it,” he said, “and realized what it was. This is the Serpent’s Oasis, once home to the Great Spirit, Snake. There was a day, now lost in ancient history, where Snake could freely roam the world. Of all the places in the world, this was her favorite spot, and of all the Oasis, she liked that rock best of all. It was then our tribe was created. We were given this Oasis to manage, on her behalf, ensuring it remained forever fresh and vibrant.”

With a hollow chuckle, Elder Moore shook his head.

“At least that’s how the stories go.”

“They say in every story is a kernel of truth,” Merrick said, taking a seat on the stone with a spiral carved out of it.

As he did, he felt a familiar warmth, a sense of connection, the same connection he had felt facing the giant snake in his dream.

“That may be,” Elder Moore said, “but as time passes, truth has a tendency to fade, replaced by convenient lies. For instance, there are those who say Snake has turned her back on the world, retreating to her temple in the southern sands and ignoring those who seek her help.”

There was a faint sense of bitterness in Elder Moore’s words, and Merrick thought he detected a bit of self-deprecating humor as well. It was an odd mix, so he held his tongue, waiting to see if Elder Moore would continue. Eventually, the elder did.

“Let me tell you a story,” he said. “There was once a young man who lived by a beautiful pond. One day, however, that pond grew infected. A venomous toad had snuck in and began polluting the pond and killing every living thing around it. In vain, the young man tried to chase the toad away, but its poison was too strong. Finally, in desperation, the young man set out on a journey, seeking one whose poison was stronger, hoping to beat the toad at its own game. Yet when he finally did stumble into the presence of the only creature whose poison was more potent than the toad’s, he was met with rejection. Still, he persisted, yet over and over again he was rejected, until finally, in fury, the creature he sought out tore him apart.”

Here, Elder Moore’s voice grew calm and his gaze hard.

“He had gone for help, and he returned, a broken wreck of a man, barely human by all accounts. Worse still, his body had been infected with the most deadly of poisons, and there was no cure. In desperation, the man sought salvation in madness and began to drink the poisoned waters of his beloved pond. Imagine his surprise then, when, as if by miracle, the poison he suffered vanished, and though he could never be whole, he found himself entirely immune to the poison of the toad.”

Elder Moore fell silent, his story over, and after a few minutes of watching the lake glint in the starlight, Merrick turned to the elder and asked the question that had been on his mind.

“Did he drive out the toad?” Merrick asked.

With a bitter smile, Elder Moore shook his head.

“No,” he said. “That toad lives in the pond still, continually polluting its waters.”

His eyes narrowing, Merrick’s gaze turned back to the pond. It looked perfectly clean to him, but he could feel the faint and sinister song it sang, the bright melody of clean water contaminated with the heavy thrum of a bass drum. Deep in the center of the pond he could also see a dark swirl, as if the water there was heavier, more sluggish. Tendrils of the deeper blue seemed to emanate from the center of the pond. Curious, he picked up a small stone from the shoreline and then lifted it to throw, glancing back at Elder Moore as he did. When the elder nodded, Merrick hurled the stone into the pond, where it landed with a splash. No sooner had the stone broken the surface of the pond when the water stirred and a thick black tongue shot out of the dark water, wrapping around the stone and drawing it back in.

As the tongue traveled through the water, it caused the once clear water to turn cloudy, infecting the pond with potent poison. Rising to his feet, Elder Moore ran his hand across his belt where a serrated blade had been fastened, slicing open his palm. As blood pooled in his hand, he reached out and let it drip into the pond. Immediately, the black poison retreated, pulling back to the center of the pond where the poisonous toad lurked.
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Drawing a deep breath, Merrick stared down at the ball of poison hidden deep within the waters as he quietly contemplated everything Elder Moore had told him. Clearly, the elder was the young man in the story, and most likely, the help he had sought had been from the Great Spirit Snake. Glancing at the elder from the corner of his eyes, Merrick couldn’t help but wonder if Snake had been the one to maul Elder Moore so badly.

Before he could ask, the elder crouched and dipped his hand in the water of the spring. There was a bubbling sound as the water around his palm began to boil. The blood he had dropped into the pond had already begun to disperse, and a moment later, when he lifted his hand, Merrick saw that his skin was bright red, as if it had been cooked. At the same time, the gash across his palm had been healed and his skin was just as smooth as it had been before he had wounded himself.

“Poison is a fascinating thing,” Elder Moore said when he caught sight of Merrick’s gaze. “The poison that runs through my veins is potent enough to neutralize any other poison. Unfortunately, I’m simply not strong enough to kill the toad. The best I can do is counteract its poison with my own, forcing it to remain hidden in the bottom of the pond.”

“Can you tell me what I’ll face?” Merrick asked, shifting the subject. “When I find Snake, that is.”

“Not precisely, no. I can only tell you what I found.” Elder Moore took his seat once again and stared out over the water, watching as the ripples slowly vanished and the surface returned to its former calm. “To the south of here is a labyrinth made of stone, full of twisting passages and slight crawlways, and infested with all manner of terrifying creatures. In the center of this labyrinth is a shrine, a temple where the Great Spirit, Snake, is bound. There she rests, waiting for the one who might free her.”

Taken aback, Merrick glanced at Elder Moore. “Why do you say she’s trapped?”

Shrugging, Elder Moore returned Merrick’s gaze.

“I’m simply telling you what she told me. It was 150 years ago that I made my journey, determined to request her help. She told me she couldn’t, that she was bound to her location until someone passed her test.”

“The Emissary,” Merrick murmured, causing Elder Moore to frown.

“She didn’t use that term,” he said, shaking his head. “She just said she needed someone to carry her spirit.”

He lifted the stub of his right arm and gestured to it with his other hand.

“As is evident, I didn’t succeed. She told me I wouldn’t, that it was a long shot, something I wouldn’t be able to do. I had to try anyway and, well, you can see the result. Like you, I bore a blessing of Snake as well. Though not as potent as yours, I had a blessing of the hands, making any trap I set especially deadly.”

Merrick had always been curious how his skills stacked up against the abilities of others, so he listened intently as Elder Moore spoke.

“My ability did help, but there were too many other challenges for me to pass. I don’t remember anything about the test itself, only that I woke up a mile from the oasis, my body ravaged and poison coursing through my veins. I don’t tell you these things to dissuade you from seeking out the challenge, but rather that you would know what it is you will soon face.”

“Thank you,” Merrick said, his spirit calm. “Can you tell me where I will find the entrance to Snake’s temple?”

“Head south, in between the two mesas,” Elder Moore said. “Your companions are welcome to stay here, if they wish.”

Thinking over it for a moment, Merrick tried to figure out the best course of action. He thought they could be a help, but he traveled much faster on his own, and the challenges he was likely to face were not ones either Maro or Sellie were suited for. Coming to his decision, he rose to his feet and bowed his head toward Elder Moore, saluting him with a hand across his chest.

“Please let them know I will be back soon,” he said.

“You’re going now?” the Elder asked. “Are you sure you don’t want to leave in the morning?”

“I am,” Merrick replied. “I’m on an unfortunately tight schedule, and I have no time to waste.”

Regarding Merrick for a moment, Elder Moore nodded and gestured toward the path that led away from the pond.

“I suspected as much, so I’ve arranged for Vera to escort you out of the oasis.”

Twenty minutes later, Merrick hopped down from the ladder and waved at Vera, who was watching from the top of the rocks. Unslinging his rifle, he held it in his left hand as he checked his weapons. Both of his pistols were charged and ready to go, and his spears were crossed on his back. Making sure his extra dagger was in place, Merrick adjusted the pack sitting at the small of his back and took a deep breath, reveling in the cool, dry air of the desert. He could feel the song of the world swelling around him, filling his muscles with electrifying energy. Hopping up and down on his feet lightly, he stared out at the path before him and then took off.

It felt as if it had been months since he had last run, and now he let his feet fly, reveling in the air caressing his skin as he sped through the tangled rocks. He didn’t choose his path consciously, instead letting himself move freely, his feet finding the most stable positions, his body shifting to take him through the winding paths without hesitation, heading south toward the thin gap between the two mesas in the distance. Had he been traveling with others, it would have taken him the better part of a day to arrive. But on his own, Merrick traveled with incredible speed, his legs eating up the distance. This was the sort of running he loved. And now, finally able to go all out, he practically flew through the desert.

Midnight had just passed when he arrived at his destination and saw a long canyon that stretched between the two mesas, winding this way and that. Without hesitation, Merrick plunged in, his footsteps naturally shortening as he wove through the jagged rocks that dotted the canyon. With smooth steps, he passed through it until he finally reached the other end of the canyon and found himself facing a massive labyrinth formed from huge stones piled haphazardly on top of each other.

Though his body was singing with the exaltation of his mad dash through the desert, Merrick forced himself to stop, taking a moment to examine the landscape in front of him. Through the labyrinth, or perhaps somewhere in the middle, he would find Snake’s temple. Double-checking his weapons, he took a deep breath and stepped forward, no longer running but instead walking with the particular gait his Land Strider skill gave him. Though he was moving at a more sedate pace, he still seemed to cover ground abnormally quickly, soon vanishing into the broken stone labyrinth.

Ducking under an overhanging boulder, Merrick could feel the song of the world changing. In the desert outside, as desolate as it looked, he had passed by all manner of life, from insects to the small vermin that made their nests between the rocks, to lizards and snakes and the birds that perched among the cacti. The desert was surprisingly full of life. As soon as he entered the stone labyrinth, however, that changed. A deathly stillness fell over everything. A stillness brought about by fear.

Merrick had encountered this stillness before, and his connection with the song of the world strengthened his awareness of it. This was the stillness that existed around a predator’s den, a space where no creature who valued its life would go. There were no birds, no insects scuttling across the rocks, no lizards creeping between the shade and the warm sun. Merrick’s feet crunched against the hard-packed dirt, his eyes sweeping from side to side as he watched carefully for any sign of the predators that undoubtedly made their home among the labyrinth of broken stone.

He soon became aware of another growing melody, one that filled him with a sense of warmth and connection. Unbidden, he sped up, moving quickly as he followed it toward the center of the stones. Nearly breaking into a run, he had to forcefully stop himself, pausing for a moment and placing one hand against a nearby boulder to steady himself. He could feel his soul singing, but it would be foolish to rush through without any regard for safety.

Taking a deep breath, he let the song swirl around him and then continued, moving slowly, his feet shifting into a strange weaving pattern as he proceeded in absolute silence. This was the first time he had used his upgraded version of Serpent’s Stealth, and immediately he could tell just how effective it was. Before, when he stood still, his body would naturally blend in with the environment around him. And now that same effect happened, even as he moved, transforming into little more than an occasional shadow that brushed against the rocks.

Merrick crept forward, using Snake’s song as a guide. The further he went into the labyrinth, the thicker the silence grew until it was almost stifling, and Merrick seemed to have become one with it. As he neared the center, he heard a faint scratch, the sound of claw rubbing against stone. It was so faint it should have been impossible to hear, but the stillness was so great that the slight sound echoed, magnifying just enough for Merrick to pick it up. His body stilled, all signs of life erased as he paused next to a cracked stone.

A moment later, a large desert scorpion crept around the corner, its claws opening and closing and its tail swaying as it walked on silent feet and crawled forward. Merrick didn’t move, allowing the scorpion to stroll right past. It was so close he could have reached out and touched it, and yet it was completely oblivious to his presence, as if he had simply been erased from the world.

Merrick could feel his heart pounding, though it may have been his imagination, as his Serpent’s Stealth skill erased his heartbeat, as well as any sort of heat signature or smell he might give off. After the scorpion had passed, Merrick remained frozen, carefully listening to see if he could sense any other. When he didn’t, he began to creep forward, slipping through the gap in the rocks the scorpion had emerged from.

Over the next hour, he saw a dozen more scorpions, each passing by like the first. Because of his connection with the control orb, Merrick knew that these scorpions were one of the desert’s defensive measures and had the ability to multiply rapidly, allowing them to swarm in tremendous numbers once they caught sight of prey. Though individually the scorpions weren’t all that strong, there was a nigh-endless number of them hidden in the desert, and Merrick had no desire to test his limits against them.

Rounding a bend, he suddenly paused, his eyes narrowing imperceptibly as he stared at a massive mound in the center of a small open space. The mound had a dozen holes in it, and he could see scorpions coming in and out. This was one of their nests, and for a moment a hint of fear rippled through Merrick. Though he hadn’t been spotted so far, to make a mistake this close to the nest would be equivalent to committing suicide.

After taking a moment to calm himself, Merrick continued forward, hoping to pass by the nest as soon as possible. Ever so slowly, he inched forward, keeping careful watch over where he placed his feet. The scorpions, crawling around the nest, hadn’t noticed him, and he wanted to keep it that way. Allowing footprints to randomly appear in the dirt, or accidentally kicking a rock, would prove disastrous, and Merrick was eager to avoid such disasters.

It took him almost forty-five minutes to work his way around the edge of the nest, and when he did, he caught sight of something that took his breath away. Set among a tangle of boulders that looked as if giants had been playing marbles and bones, Merrick saw a stone building. It was simple, three stories high, and bore no markings, save for a large serpent motif on the closed door. His eyes lighting up, Merrick carefully suppressed his excitement and continued forward with his painstakingly slow movement.

As he got closer, he saw that there were two scorpions standing on the stairs that led up to the large stone door, but he didn’t panic. The closer he got to the temple, the stronger Snake’s song had become, and now, taking a moment to center himself, he began to immerse himself in it. With silent feet, he made his way forward, doing his best to blend into the song of the world as if he had always belonged, pausing only when he reached the bottom of the stairs.

The two scorpions stood on either side of the door, seeming to guard it, but Merrick barely saw them. Instead, his gaze was on the carving that dominated the door, a massive coiled serpent with gleaming scales, and two eyes that stared out at him with incredible intensity. Almost in a trance, he began to walk up the stairs, and though he was no longer creeping along, he was so wrapped up in the song of Snake that he may as well have been invisible to the two scorpions guarding the door.

One of them seemed to notice something when his foot brushed against a pebble, but still it failed to find him, as stretching out his hand, he touched the carving of the snake. There was a faint flash and a sharp tug, and Merrick abruptly found himself surrounded by darkness.

“You have come,” a voice from his memories said, reverberating in his chest. “Follow the passage to the end, and you will find what you seek.”

Realizing he had been transported inside the temple, Merrick calmed down, closing his eyes, which were useless in the pitch black, and expanding his other senses. Taking a step forward, he tested the floor in front of him and found it solid, and so continued, moving carefully down the passage. Eventually, he reached a wall and realized that the passage turned to the right. Continuing to follow it, he turned two more times, and then in the far distance he saw a glimmer of light.
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Rather than hurry forward, however, he stopped and tested the floor once more. Just as he suspected, there was nothing in front of him. Had he rushed toward the light, he would have fallen into the pit that blocked his way, and though he wasn’t sure if he would have died, he would have undoubtedly been harmed by the fall.

Carefully, Merrick crouched and began to feel along the edge of the pit until he discovered a narrow path. He followed that forward, maintaining his crouch as he felt for it in front of him. The path was only two feet wide and wound this way and that as it passed over the pit, until he finally reached the other side, where the passage became whole again.

Once he was sure he was back on solid ground, Merrick took a deep breath and stood up, and then carefully continued his way forward, double-checking the path in front of him every step. After passing through a few more traps, Merrick finally reached the room where the light was emanating from, and stepping through the entrance, felt his breath catch.

In front of him was a massive cavern, easily half a mile wide and a mile long, with a ceiling that must have been hundreds of feet above. The cavern was completely smooth, with no hard edges anywhere, save for in the center where a step pyramid had been built. Atop the step pyramid was a massive statue of a coiled snake, her head resting on her body and two eyes formed from giant manastones peering up at Merrick.

The statue was so lifelike that, for a moment, Merrick genuinely thought he was staring at a gigantic snake. Each scale was meticulously etched and perfectly positioned, and the faint light from the manastones in its eyes gave the cavern a bright glow, causing shadows to play across the coiled statue. Though it was at rest, the snake statue looked as if, at any moment, it could suddenly move. And as Merrick made his way down the steps toward it, there were a few times when he could have sworn he saw its tail shift. As he reached the bottom of the steps, Merrick felt Snake’s song reach a crescendo before fading, replaced with a warm voice.

“You have come. Welcome, Warrior.”

Surprised by the way Snake was addressing him, Merrick gazed up at the giant serpent.

“Come closer.”

Drawn irresistibly forward by Snake’s voice, Merrick began to climb the steps of the pyramid until he stood only a few feet away from the massive, carved head, unable to shake the impression that it might suddenly open and swallow him whole. Merrick did his best to keep his back straight, his feet firmly planted in the face of the waves of pressure naturally emanating from the statue in front of him.

“Why do you call me warrior?” Merrick asked, his voice echoing in the silent chamber.

“Because that is what you are, though you likely do not understand the full extent of it.”

It was only now that Merrick heard something off in the snake’s voice, a hint of breathlessness, as if speaking placed tremendous strain upon her.

“Our time grows short,” Snake said, “and the challenges before you grow harder. Tell me, champion, will you take up the mantle, becoming my emissary, and allowing me to once again walk freely in this world?”

Merrick didn’t answer right away as he tried to puzzle out exactly what was going on.

“What does it mean,” he asked, “to become your emissary?”

“A challenging question, but a pertinent one,” Snake replied. “Tell me, what do you know of the history of this world?”

“Not much,” Merrick admitted. “I spoke to Elder Three, and he told me of the Empire of Teresk and of its collapse.”

“Then you know as much of the past as I do, little one,” Snake said, her voice heavy. “When I became aware of it myself I was here, bound to the temple, unable to venture forth. Yet I now know of a future, a terrifying future, that spells the doom and destruction of this world. A future in which you are the only survivor.”

Feeling like a bolt of lightning raced through his mind, Merrick saw the Warrior’s memories in vivid clarity, each crashing one after another through him, driven by the spirit’s words. Shivering as he tried to withstand the onslaught, Merrick forced himself back to the present, determined not to get lost in the raging memories in his head.

“I’ve seen a future,” he said. “Are you telling me it’s true?”

“As true as something experienced can be,” Snake replied, the faint agitation that had suffused her voice bleeding away. “There are no certainties, especially now, but our time grows shorter still, and you must make a choice.”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick shook his head.

“I don’t know what I’m choosing,” he said. “You speak in cryptic terms. How am I supposed to choose something I know nothing about?”

For a long moment, there was silence, as if Snake was regarding him, and then Snake spoke, a hint of amusement in her tone.

“You know everything there is to know, though perhaps you have not yet remembered it. We struck a deal. We would burn our power, expending every ounce of ourselves, past, present, and future, to return you here, to this time. You would take up the mantle, collecting the soul shards, and reforming this world’s fallen guardian spirit.”

Snake’s words fell like drops of water into Merrick’s mind, each causing fierce ripples that spread throughout his body. Even as she spoke, he could feel the truth in her words, causing his soul to tremble. Yet simply the act of speaking seemed to have drained her energy, and her voice grew faint as she continued to speak.

“The time has come, Warrior. We have upheld our end of the bargain. It is time for you to do the same.”

As her voice faded into nothingness, Merrick, seized by an intense emotion he didn’t know how to identify, reached out his hands, touching his fingers to the giant statue in front of him. There was a faint sucking motion, and suddenly Merrick found himself thrust into a dreamlike space. Mist covered everything around him, and for an indeterminable amount of time he floated forward, his mind struggling to grasp exactly what was going on.

Then the fog cleared and he found himself standing on the edge of a small cliff. Down below him was a fortress lit with torches that burned brightly in the darkness of the night. Up above him a large, round moon glowed with silver light, casting its rays across the landscape. A stiff breeze caused the leaves of the trees around the fortress to shake, and Merrick heard Snake’s voice.

“This is my test. Three things I test. Four I embody. In the center of this fortress is a treasure that embodies who I am. Retrieve it.”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick nodded, casting his eyes over the fortress. Just then, a thick cloud rolled over the moon, bringing darkness to the land. Glancing up, Merrick studied the clouds for a moment. Though thick, they were broken up in various places, which meant the landscape would likely fluctuate between darkness provided by the cloud cover and the bright light of the moon during those brief gaps. Resolving to keep an eye on the sky, Merrick returned his gaze to the fortress and studied it.

It was large, made of stone, and had a large moat around it. There seemed to be two entrances, at least that he could see—a bridge leading to the massive front gate, where two guards armed with torches stood on either side of the doorway, and a smaller bridge near the back corner with no guard posted. Merrick had never seen a fortress like this in real life, though in his memories as the Warrior he realized he had infiltrated a surprising number of buildings like this, giving him a sense of familiarity he found disquieting.

It was an incredibly odd feeling to be both familiar and unfamiliar with a situation at the same time, but he couldn’t let that distract him from what he needed to do. The guards wore full suits of armor, including helmets that made it impossible to see their faces, but judging from their size, they were likely Teresk. Each carried a sword at their waist and a shield on their left arm. Most of the guards held torches in their right hands, casting circles of light in the otherwise gloomy darkness.

After doing his best to memorize as much of the layout of the fortress as possible, Merrick began to make his way down from the cliff, considering his options for entering the fortress. The back door was practically screaming for him to use it, but for some reason, he felt as if it was the wrong choice. As he came down from the cliff, Merrick paused again, watching the two guards at the front gate. Most of the time, they stood perfectly straight, their eyes staring ahead, the torches they carried casting two globes of light that intersected. As he watched, however, he saw one of them turn his head to the side, as if scanning along the opposite bank. As he did, his arm shifted, causing the pool of light to shift as well. Though it still overlapped the other guards, it was just barely, and an idea flashed in Merrick’s mind.

Going through the back would put him inside the castle, but where, he had no idea. On the other hand, entering through the main gate would mean taking the shortest path to the large keep that stood in the center of the fortress. Another option was to cross the moat, climb up the wall, and enter the fortress that way. Merrick had noticed the sharp-eyed guards patrolling the wall, however, and didn’t particularly like his chances. Additionally, he had a nagging suspicion that this test was designed to test the three primary skills Snake granted: Land Strider, Serpent’s Stealth, and Trap Sense. Though there might be other ways to pass through the test, Merrick imagined doing so would be akin to failing.

With that in mind, he quietly made his way toward the bridge that led over the moat and directly up to the front door. Erasing his breath, he crept along it, moving slowly so as not to draw the attention of the guards. Though they held torches that cast light around them, the position in which they held them robbed some of their sight, making it harder for them to see the darkness outside. Dropping to his belly, Merrick crawled forward until he reached the edge of one of the pools of light. There he remained, his body unmoving as he waited patiently.

A minute passed, and then another, but Merrick didn’t move even an inch. Finally, one of the guards turned to look away, and half a second later, the other guard did the same. As they scanned the opposite bank of the moat, their torches turned with them, creating a sliver of darkness between the two of them only a few inches wide. Activating Land Strider and Serpent Stealth’s to their full extent, Merrick moved forward. His body chose the optimal path through the thin gap, causing him to weave as he passed between the two guards like a ghost, getting behind them just as their gazes swung back, returning the two circles of light to their original overlapping positions. Flattening himself against the door behind one of the guards, Merrick calmed his breath and began to look around.

There was a wide-open courtyard, largely shrouded in darkness, and the keep, which loomed menacingly in the center of the fortress. There were no guards in sight, so Merrick didn’t hesitate and moved forward swiftly on silent feet. Halfway across the courtyard, he sensed a shift above him and dropped to the ground, flattening out as best he could and freezing. The clouds abruptly opened and a sliver of moonlight lit up the fortress, causing everything to sparkle with a silvery glow.

Not daring to move, Merrick counted the seconds until another wisp of cloud shrouded the moon. Immediately, he moved as gloom flooded back into the courtyard. A moment later, the wisp passed and the moon once again shone down, but he was already at the fortress, hiding next to the steps, waiting for the clouds to cover the sky once more.

For five long minutes, he remained in place as still as stone, not even twitching as a patrol walked across the grounds, their eyes sweeping this way and that. For a tense moment, he thought they may have spotted him as one of them paused and looked in his direction. But then they passed on, and slowly clouds began to cover the moon once more.

About to climb the steps, he felt a faint resistance and paused, his eyes examining the fortress in front of him. It was then he spotted an open window on the second floor. Trusting his instincts, he began to climb up the rough stone exterior of the fortress, moving carefully to try and avoid drawing attention from the guards on the walls.

Gripping the sill, he pulled himself up and over it, falling silently into an empty hallway. He could feel his target at the very top of the fortress, and after taking a moment to center himself, he crept forward, his senses straining. He found the first trap after nearly bumping into it, a thin thread practically invisible to the naked eye. He wouldn’t have seen it at all had it not been for Warrior’s Observation. Rather than stepping over it, he carefully examined it, tracing it to the place where it disappeared into the wall.

Rather than hurrying on, he began to examine the hallway in front of him with a new critical eye and realized there was a large pressure plate on the floor. Had he stepped over the tripwire, it would have been impossible for him to avoid the pressure plate, causing him to inadvertently set off the very trap he had tried to avoid.

The solution, it seemed, was to jump. The only problem was that there was another tripwire set up on the other side of the pressure plate, just far enough away that if he were to jump, his forward momentum would make him exceptionally likely to brush up against it.

For a long moment, Merrick considered his options, scanning the hallway before his eyes came to rest on a thin ledge at about eye level. Only a few inches wide, it capped the wooden paneling that ran down the hallway and seemed to be the best path forward.
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Gripping the ledge with the tips of his fingers, Merrick lifted himself up onto the wall and began to work his way along it, careful to make as little noise as possible. It took him fifteen minutes to work his way through the hall, avoiding half a dozen traps as he did so.

When he came to the stairs, he found them free of any tripwires or pressure plates, but not wanting to risk it, he avoided the steps altogether, climbing up the railing as he moved to the next floor. There, he discovered another hallway, filled with traps just like the first, only this time there was no paneling on the wall for him to hold onto.

With a faint sigh, he walked over to the window and tried it, finding it opened easily. Peeking his head outside, he examined possible paths that he might take along the outside of the building. It was riskier to travel along the outside of the building, as the guards patrolling the walls could potentially spot him, but Merrick’s trap sense was simply too low to disarm the traps in the hallway, so he didn’t have another choice.

Whispering a silent prayer to Snake, Merrick slipped out of the window and began working his way across the side of the building. Twice he had to pause as the moon sent its bright beams radiating down on the fortress. But each time, his Serpent’s Stealth ability served him in good stead, causing guards who looked directly at him to imagine him nothing more than a roughly protruding rock from the side of the building.

When he made it to the end of the hallway, slipping in through the window which was mercifully open, Merrick found himself facing another staircase and once again climbed up it, using the railing to keep from touching the treads. This time, when he arrived at the top there was no hallway, and instead he was faced with an open door.

Creeping to it, he looked into the room beyond and saw a massive figure in heavy armor standing in front of a table with three cups arranged neatly on it. The guard was armed like the other guards of the fortress, with a shield in his left hand and a sword on his belt. He held no torch, however, and instead stood vigilantly guarding the table.

There were windows on each side of the room, and every few seconds he would turn, facing a new direction. Twice, Merrick almost got caught as the guard abruptly twisted toward the door, though in each case he managed to get back before the guard looked at him.

Completely covered from head to toe in armor, apart from the tiny slits at the guard’s eyes, Merrick couldn’t help but feel despondent as he tried to think about how he was going to take the man down. He had nothing but the small curved dagger he had found at his belt when he appeared in this space, and he wasn’t even sure if he would manage to get through the guard’s armor.

Mentally reviewing his options, Merrick focused on the target in his mind, watching as he turned this way and that. There was a pattern to his movements, which at first Merrick had assumed were random, and Merrick soon discovered a six-second gap where the guard was facing the other three directions.

Rather than rushing in to try and attack, he continued to observe, until suddenly his gaze sharpened and Merrick saw a faint gap in the guard’s armor. Under the guard’s armpit, he caught the glimmer of chainmail, intended to offer some protection while also giving the guard increased mobility to swing his sword. Though he hadn’t seen it directly, he could only imagine that the same gap existed under the guard’s left arm.

Carefully drawing his curved dagger, he realized it would be just long enough to reach the guard’s heart, stabbed through that gap at the right angle. Furthermore, the thin needle-like point would slip through the chainmail with barely any issue. That meant Merrick had a chance.

Still, Merrick didn’t move, instead continuing to watch as the guard shifted. Each time he turned, Merrick would imagine lunging forward out of his hiding place, swiftly crossing the distance to try and make his attack. Each time, however, his vision would flash and he would see himself moving forward, only to be crushed by the guard’s sword or blocked by the guard’s shield.

Frowning, Merrick realized that unless there was a way to distract the guard, forcing him to step away from his current position, there were no openings he could exploit. After thinking for a moment, Merrick carefully eased off his shoes, and while the guard was facing the opposite direction, carefully placed the tip of one of them so it was faintly visible from the door.

Then, clenching his long needle-like dagger in his teeth, he jumped up, wedging himself in between the top of the door and the ceiling. Carefully counting the seconds until he knew the guard was facing away, he tossed his other boot into the room, then held his breath.

There was a clatter as the boot bounced off the ground, and then the stamp of metal-clad feet on the stone as the guard spotted Merrick’s discarded boot and surged through the doorway, slashing down where he supposed Merrick to be. Instead, Merrick struck from above, dropping onto the guard’s shoulders, causing him to stumble forward, off balance.

Spinning until he was practically upside down on the guard’s back, Merrick’s legs wrapped around his sword arm and neck, trapping him as he drove the dagger up through the guard’s left armpit with as much force as he could muster. Feeling it catch slightly, he slammed his palm against the hilt of the dagger, causing it to plunge further in. The guard suddenly stilled with a shudder as the dagger pierced his heart. Unable to let out more than a choked grunt due to how tightly Merrick had wrapped his neck, the guard collapsed to the ground. At the last moment, Merrick slithered free, still clutching his dagger. He wrenched it free and stabbed again, this time targeting one of the thin eye sockets on the guard’s helmet. Already dying, the guard didn’t manage to shift his head in time and the long dagger pierced his brain, ending his life.

There was a shimmer and the guard slowly transformed into mist, leaving Merrick alone in the alcove at the top of the stairs. Flattening against the wall, he listened carefully, unsure if the commotion had attracted anyone else. He hadn’t seen anyone else in the building, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t another patrol. Thankfully, even after he had waited five minutes, no one emerged.

Feeling quite relieved, Merrick turned and moved to the doorway, examining the room for any sort of trap before entering. It was a simple room, situated at the top of the fortress, roughly fifteen feet by fifteen feet, with windows on three of the sides and the doorway on the other. In the center of the room was a table, and on the table, three cups. Each cup contained a different liquid, and as Merrick stepped up to the table, he felt the air shift around him.

Looking up, he saw a woman standing in front of him, wearing a dark green robe that appeared to shift with a scale-like pattern that glinted in the moonlight suddenly flooding the windows. Though Merrick’s first impulse was to attack, tearing her throat out with his dagger, he suppressed it and instead bowed his head, greeting her respectfully. She looked at him with a calm expression, her eyes shining like deep wells, perfectly still, as if nothing in the world could shake her.

“In skill alone, you are more than qualified to be my emissary,” she said, “but before you lies the final test, and a question that only you may answer. What sort of emissary will you be? In the first cup lies the elixir of life, a potent medicine that can heal any wound. In the second, death’s bane, a potent brew that will cause the passing years to leave you untouched. Drink it, and you will no longer age, allowing you to walk eternally in this world. In the third is the celestial snake poison, a poison more potent than any other. Drinking it will make you immune to every other poison. What will you drink?”

Staring down at the three cups, Merrick examined them carefully. Life’s elixir was ruby-colored and sat in the bottom of a large silver chalice. The next cup contained a mouthful of black liquid shot through with golden threads, and in the final cup, made of simple wood, was a single drop of emerald green.

Looking at the cup and then up at the woman, Merrick cocked his head to the side, then suddenly grabbed both of the first two cups. A deep frown broke over the woman’s face, transforming her calm countenance into an expression of thundering displeasure.

“You have chosen poor⁠—!”

Before she could continue, Merrick dumped both the red and black liquids into the simple wooden cup with the poison and tossed the now-empty cups to the side. Picking up the wooden cup, he downed it in one gulp, swallowing the burning liquid as the woman stared at him in shock.

He could feel the concoction he had just drunk boiling in his stomach, sending arcs of energy through his body. Burping, he placed the wooden cup back down on the table, his eyes never leaving the woman, who stared at him with a mixture of shock, horror, and admiration on her face.

“You—!”

Then the world went black and Merrick’s body exploded.

When Merrick awoke, he found himself lying flat on his back at the top of the pyramid in the large cavern. The snake statue loomed above him, and for a long moment he simply stared up into the air, trying to sense in his body what he had done. Eventually, his gaze moved over to the statue, and he saw the woman who had appeared in the test sitting on the statue’s nose, her feet dangling a few feet away from him. She was staring straight at him, her expression still stormy.

“Was that not the right choice?” Merrick asked, a hint of a smile in his voice.

“That was not the right choice,” the woman snapped.

Then, with a deep sigh, she shook her head.

“But it was the best choice. However, every choice comes with consequences.”

Not liking the direction this conversation was about to go, Merrick held up his hand to stop her and then sat up. He was surprised to find his body felt no pain. Instead, he felt more energized than he had ever been. It was as if mercury ran through his veins, giving him the feeling of incredible flexibility and speed.

“I apologize if I messed anything up,” he said. “I didn’t realize it would have an actual impact. I assumed you were simply testing my temperament.”

“I was,” the woman said, still staring down at him. “Had you chosen any one of the three, it would have been acceptable. Choosing to try and drink the others, one after another, would have told me of your greed. Mixing them together and drinking them as one,” she paused for a moment. “I admit that’s a loophole I had not considered.”

For a moment, they looked at each other in silence, and then Merrick coughed.

“Ahem, you said something about a cost.”

“Yes,” the woman said. “Though, it may be for the best. It will take some time for you to balance the elixirs, which will delay their manifestation. Over time, however, you will come to realize the full potent force of each. With this, there is but one final gift to give you.”

Before Merrick could reply, her fingers plunged into her chest, tearing a bloody hole in her skin. Completely expressionless, she gripped her heart and tore it out, her face paling as she held it out to Merrick.

“If you would be my emissary, you must consume my power.”

Though Merrick wanted to refuse, that didn’t seem to be an option. As the still-beating heart suddenly exploded into threads of crimson, tinted with a deep green, they shot into his body, piercing through his skin and worming along his veins until the blood reached his heart. It was terribly painful, but his scream was locked in his throat. After a long moment, the pain suddenly faded, and Merrick felt his heart beat sharply. Still sitting on the nose of her statue, the woman let out a sigh, a wide smile stretching across her face.

“My part is done,” she said. “The rest is up to you and the other Great Spirits. Seek them out, gain their power, and save our world.”

Looking up at the ceiling of the cavern, as if she could see straight through it and into the sky beyond, the woman’s smile only grew brighter as her body began to fade away.

[Ding! Congratulations, you have completed your quest.]

[Ding! You have gained one soul shard and one major blessing.]

In front of Merrick, a silvery crystal appeared, spinning in place for a moment as it cast off bright, dancing lights. Lurching forward, it sank into Merrick’s mind and he felt it dissolve, transforming into a sliver of silver energy that raced through his body. At the same time, the world froze and a familiar figure appeared in front of Merrick.

“Your victories are gratifying to see, young one, but the true challenge still lies ahead. It is not enough for you to follow my path. Unlock the power of the spirits if you wish to reveal the path of victory.”

Once more, the Warrior lifted his hands into the air and five powerful spirits appeared, swirling around Merrick. The woman was still present, though her form was rather faded, and Merrick knew instinctively he could no longer choose her. The four remaining beasts looked at him in silence, and Merrick looked back, unsure who to choose next.

In truth, apart from the woman, he had always had a connection with Jaguar, and he remembered clearly in his coming-of-age ceremony how he had done well at Jaguar’s test. Taking a deep breath, he called for Jaguar and the other spirits faded away. As they did, Jaguar padded forward, his eyes fixed on Merrick’s, his quiet nod showing far more wisdom than any animal should. Jaguar pressed forward, his head enveloping Merrick’s chest. Just as when he had accepted the woman as his second Great Spirit, a cool feeling enveloped Merrick, and with a jerk, he woke up. He could feel the presence of Jaguar’s blessing racing through him. With a gasp, he lunged to his feet, quickly opening his status and clicking on the new skill tree that had been unlocked.
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[Dauntless: Jaguar faces every threat with courage, never backing down in the face of fear no matter how outmatched.]

[Your heart has become firmer than a boulder, unmoved by the threats around you.]

[Unlock Level 1]

[Weapon Master: Absolute mastery of his many weapons allows Jaguar’s claws to strike fear into the hearts of all who fall prey to his hunt.]

[You have awoken a natural talent for wielding melee weapons of all sorts, drastically decreasing the amount of time you need to spend learning to use them.]

[Unlock Level 1]

[Voice of Command: When Jaguar calls for others, the spirits gather to listen.]

[You have learned to speak with composure that extends beyond confidence into the realm of certainty, making all those who hear you more likely to listen and obey.]

[Unlock Level 1]

Feeling rather regretful he hadn’t saved his blessings, Merrick shook his head and closed the skill trees. Acting on impulse, he climbed up onto the head of the snake statue and sat cross-legged, closing his eyes as he began to examine the many changes that had come over him.

The first were the three miraculous liquids that had melded into his body. He could feel all three of them mixing together, even as they melded with his blood. The first was the elixir of life, which contained endless life force. Though it was slightly suppressed, Merrick could feel it rejuvenating his body, sending trickles of life force into his muscles and bones, erasing any lingering wounds in his body.

The next was death’s bane, which Snake had said would make him ageless. He wasn’t quite sure if it was working or not, though he imagined only time would tell. The final of the three liquids was the celestial snake poison, a poison so potent it would make Merrick immune to all others. Again, he had no idea if it was working or not, and in truth, wasn’t particularly excited about what he would have to do to test it out.

There was good news, of course. Since he had consumed the elixir of life, he likely would be able to recover from any poison he consumed, at least eventually. So even if the celestial snake poison didn’t work as Snake claimed, he should still be alright. According to what she had said before she faded away, the powers would manifest themselves in Merrick’s blood over time, growing more potent the longer he was alive, which, given his consumption of death’s bane, gave them nearly unlimited potential.

Lips twitching as he tried to suppress his smile, Merrick moved on to examine the other changes to his body. First was his heart, which seemed to beat with a strange cadence, the scent of his blood racing through his body. Activating Serpent’s Stealth, Merrick was stunned to find it worked even better than normal. At first, he had been afraid that his more powerful heart would make it harder to hide, but instead it appeared that his skill had gotten a qualitative upgrade.

[Serpent’s Stealth - Perfected To remain unseen is to gain the greatest advantage. Snake moves silently from place to place, hidden by her environment.]

[You move unseen, avoiding the eyes and ears of others.]

[You naturally blend in with your environment when you remain still, becoming invisible so long as you don’t move.]

[You match your surroundings perfectly, erasing your scent, heat signature, and breath, making you impossible to track.]

[Level: 3]

The same seemed to be true for his other two skills, and when he looked at them, he noticed that each had the same new tag next to their names. Absorbing Snake’s heart had allowed his skills to become perfected versions of themselves, making them even more powerful than they had been before. The final change Merrick had undergone was the absorption of the soul shard, and as he examined himself, he quickly discovered what had happened to it. The crystal, having flown into his body, had become a line of silver that wound itself around Merrick’s arm, transforming into a gleaming silver snake that wrapped his left arm, its head ending on his forearm, and its tail on the left side of his chest.

As he concentrated on it, he realized it was possible to pour mana into it, and when he did so, a silver glow erupted from it, rapidly spreading to shroud his body. He could feel his mana draining, and with a shout he moved, his body shifting through the air like quicksilver, faster than he had ever moved before. Yet despite his incredible increase in speed, he felt in absolute control, and planting his feet, stopped absolutely still. His hands blurred as he drew his spears, thrust them out in front of him, so quickly that they were almost invisible.

Letting out a whoop of excitement, his figure flashed once more, leaving afterimages as he blurred across the top of the pyramid. Just as he reached the other edge of the platform, the silver glow suddenly faded and an intense feeling of weakness flooded through Merrick as the last of his mana ran out. With a grunt, his body halted, and he nearly pitched face-first off the edge of the pyramid, barely stopping himself at the last moment.

Taking a deep breath as he hung precariously over the edge, Merrick pulled himself back. The weakness didn’t last very long, but the silver tattoo had grown dull. Merrick could feel faint trickles of mana seeping back into it, absorbed from his surroundings, and judged it would take approximately an hour to completely recharge. He had only gotten around five seconds of speed, but that speed had allowed him to move mind-bendingly fast.

Returning to his seat atop the snake statue, Merrick calmed himself down and sat to meditate. Placing his palms together in front of him, he began to breathe in and out, pulling mana in from his surroundings as he sank into the song of the world. He had some concerns that the changes to his body would somehow disrupt his connection to the song, but instead they seemed to have magnified it.

Half an hour later, when he awoke, he felt something warm in his palm, and glancing down, was shocked to see a tiny snake curled up in his hands. Suppressing his instinct to fling it away, Merrick slowly lifted his hand closer to his face and the little snake, waking up, lifted its head and looked around with its diamond-like eyes. A little ruby-colored tongue poked out from its mouth, and Merrick caught sight of two tiny fangs on its upper lip. Its scales were brilliant green, and so small Merrick almost couldn’t see them, giving the snake a glimmering texture that made it look as if its body was studded with gems.

Blinking as it looked around, the snake finally caught sight of Merrick, who was peering at it, and its eyes brightened. It let out a small happy hiss and rapidly crawled up Merrick’s arm, coming to a stop on his shoulder. Letting out another hiss, it butted its head against him a couple of times and then curled up once more, clearly intending to go back to sleep.

Reaching up, Merrick grabbed the snake at the back of its head and lifted it into the air, causing it to wiggle its tail wildly in surprise. He tried to place it down on the top of the statue, but it wrapped itself around his fingers, refusing to come free even when he tried to shake it off. Finally, seeming to grow annoyed, it struck, biting into his finger and sucking down a drop of his blood. This time, he did fling it away, dislodging it with a flick of his wrist.

A short, sharp scream echoed in his head, cutting off as the serpent came to a stop in midair and simply hung in place.

“Huh, I can fly.”

The voice was soft and rather squeaky and reminded Merrick of a little girl, carefully righting itself. The snake turned its glittering eyes on him with a look of reproach and let out an angry hiss.

“How dare you try and throw me away. Don’t you know I’m the Great Spirit, Snake? What kind of emissary throws their Great Spirit away?”

As the voice echoed in his head, Merrick stared in shock at the small snake in front of him. “I’m sorry, did you just say you’re Snake?”

He asked the question out loud and then immediately regretting it.

“Well, who else am I supposed to be?” the tiny snake replied.

With a wiggle of her tail, she floated closer.

“Huh, this flying is a lot more tiring than I thought. Hold still.”

Frozen in place at the unexpected turn of events, Merrick held absolutely still as the small snake flew down to his left arm, where she wrapped herself around Merrick’s wrist.

“I’m really tired, so I’m going to go to sleep,” she announced.

A moment later, her body stilled, becoming hard, almost as if she was forged of steel. Unsure what to do, Merrick stared at the snake wrapped around his wrist in bemusement. According to what Elder Moore had told him, without an emissary, Snake was bound to the temple, unable to leave it. He could only imagine that with an emissary, Snake was free. Though why she was tiny, he wasn’t quite sure.

Still, no amount of prodding woke her up, and she was wrapped so tightly around Merrick’s wrist that he couldn’t remove her either. After realizing his only option was to wait for her to wake up, he decided to let her be and jumped down from the snake statue. As he landed, he saw the air shiver in front of him and saw another window pop up.

[Ding! Continuation Quest issued. Find the Great Spirit Jaguar and become his emissary. Reward: soul shard, major blessing.]

When he walked back to the door and stepped through into the hall beyond, he felt the world shift around him and found himself at the entrance to the temple, standing on the staircase between the two scorpions who were still there guarding it. For a moment, the three of them froze, Merrick staring at the two scorpions and the two scorpions staring at Merrick. And then, just as he was about to pull out his pistols, the two scorpions spread their claws wide and dipped their tails as if bowing. Hesitating slightly, Merrick watched as the scorpions began to back up. He noticed one of them was trembling slightly. As soon as they were at the bottom of the stairs, they both turned and scuttled off as fast as their legs could carry them, rapidly vanishing from his sight.

“Well, that’s a cool power,” Merrick muttered under his breath.

He had entered the temple at night, and now it was morning. He was both tired and hungry, but rather than rest, he got a bit of jerky out of his pack and took off at a steady run. His new perfected skills kicked in, and he found himself covering ground half again as fast as he had before. He had no need of stealth either, as any scorpions that saw him immediately turned and ran, trying to get away from him as fast as possible.

As he passed by the nest, he felt a little tongue tickle his wrist and heard Snake’s voice in his mind.

“Mmm, scorpion.”

She spoke as if still asleep, and though he stopped to poke at her, she didn’t budge. Deciding it was best to ignore her, Merrick took off running again, and by the time the sun was at its highest point overhead, he had made it back to the hidden oasis. He waited outside for a few minutes, until the ladder dropped down and one of the members of the Dust tribe stuck his head over the edge. Climbing up, Merrick thanked the guard and wandered down into the oasis to try and find Sellie and Maro.

He found them with Elder Moore, and as soon as he saw Sellie’s face Merrick knew she was furious. She caught sight of him the same time he saw her, and her eyes darkened. With one smooth motion, she stood, grabbed the stool she had been sitting on, and hurled it at him. Startled by the sudden attack, Merrick dodged to the side, grabbing the stool out of the air. She had launched a second attack immediately after the first, her foot flying toward his chest, and stifling the impulse to bat her out of the air with the stool, Merrick caught her foot, quickly stepping back to neutralize the force.

She spun, wrenching her foot out of his grasp as her other foot snapped toward his head. He ducked under the kick, and still holding the stool in one hand, lunged forward, grabbing her around the waist and burying his head in her side, tight up against her shoulder, so she couldn’t bring her elbow down on him. Hearing her growl, Merrick quickly jumped back, managing to avoid a slap from her other hand as he gained some distance, holding the stool between them.

“That’s it, punch him in the face,” Maro yelled, cheering Sellie on.

Her face flushed and eyes still smoldering, Sellie was clearly determined to do just that.

“Hold on,” Merrick yelled, “at least tell me why you want to beat me up.”

“You! You just ran off,” Sellie yelled, pointing an accusing finger at Merrick. “We’re supposed to be adventuring together, and you just left!”

Taken aback by the genuine unhappiness in Sellie’s voice, Merrick felt all of the excuses that had sprung to mind drain away. Swallowing, he looked past Sellie at Maro. Though his large friend sported a silly grin, Merrick knew him well enough to know he was also upset, though he was doing a much better job hiding it than Sellie was. Dropping the stool to the ground beside him, Merrick spread his hands.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Taking advantage of his momentarily disarmed state, Sellie launched another attack, jumping forward and punching Merrick in the chest. Shifting instinctively, Merrick grabbed her wrist and stepped inside her range, his own hand rising to counterattack her throat. Stopping himself before he hit her, he slipped his arm around her neck and pulled her into a hug.

“I really am sorry,” he said. “I won’t do it again.”

He could feel her chest heaving, but she quickly calmed down and pushed away from him.

“See that you don’t,” she said, her cheeks faintly pink as she spun around and walked back to where Maro was sitting.

Grabbing the stool, Merrick hurried over and put it down for Sellie to sit down on.

“Next time, I’ll definitely talk to you two about it first, and I won’t just run off by myself.”

“Where did you go?” Maro asked. “The elder here won’t tell us.”
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Looking over at Elder Moore, who had been staring at him this entire time in shock, Merrick drew back slightly as the elder jumped to his feet and quickly bowed.

“I greet the emissary,” Elder Moore said.

“Whoa, none of that,” Merrick replied. But the elder stubbornly shook his head and kept his head bowed. “You are the living manifestation of Snake. It is only right that I bow to you.”

“Hey, Merrick,” Sellie said, her voice dangerously quiet. “Why don’t you explain exactly what’s going on?”

Wondering if Sellie had learned her tone from his sister, Merrick shuddered slightly and hurried to explain.

“The place I went was the temple of the Great Spirit, Snake. That’s the whole reason we came to the desert in the first place, remember? Once there, I went through a test and was accepted as Snake’s emissary.”

As Merrick spoke, he held up his arm, allowing the others to see the small snake wrapped around his wrist and the tattoo on his left arm.

“Whoa, that is so cool,” Maro said, his eyes going wide. “You’re Snake’s emissary? What does that even mean?”

Just then, the small snake wrapped around Merrick’s wrist woke up, letting out an annoyed hiss as her tongue flickered in and out of her mouth. The others drew back with gasps, not having realized she wasn’t just a bracelet.

“Ugh, something smells gross,” she said, her voice echoing in Merrick’s mind. “What is that?”

At first, Merrick didn’t know what she was talking about, but then he realized he could smell it too, an acidic scent that emanated from the water in front of them. He could feel a faint hum in his veins, as if the celestial snake poison that raced through his body was taking umbrage at the presence of a lesser poison.

“I think it’s coming from the water,” Merrick said, causing the others to stare at him in confusion.

“Why is there a toad in my pond?” Snake said, her voice growing incensed. “Emissary, you have to do something about it! Go and kill that toad!”

Unwrapping herself completely from Merrick’s arm, the little snake slithered up his shoulder and neck up onto his head, where she perched, letting out hisses as she glared at the toad hiding in the bottom of the pond.

Everyone around him was staring at him, in complete and utter shock, as Merrick let out a sigh.

“Everybody, this is the Great Spirit, Snake.”

Sellie was the first to recover, and standing on her tiptoes, she peered at the glittering little snake perched on Merrick’s head.

“I have to admit, I’ve always imagined the Great Spirit as a little bit, uh, bigger,” Sellie said.

Shrugging, Merrick reached toward his waist to grab one of his spears.

“Me too,” he said, “but this is Snake.”

“Maybe she can grow bigger,” Maro said, scratching his cheek as he stared at the snake.

“Possibly, I don’t know, but regardless, she wants me to kill the toad down in the pond, so you might all want to step back. Elder Moore, is there any way to get the toad to come up to the surface? I don’t really fancy fighting it underwater.”

“Not that I’m aware of,” Elder Moore said, shaking his head.

“Then in the pond I guess it is,” Merrick replied, unbuckling his belt that held his pistols and putting them to the side.

He wasn’t quite sure how the pistols would work underwater, and rather than risk it he decided to just use his spears.

“Isn’t it poisonous?” Sellie asked, causing Merrick to freeze.

With a sheepish expression, he nodded.

“Yeah, I guess it is. I guess I forgot that.”

In truth, Merrick had forgotten the toad was poisonous. The faint, sinister edge the water had carried before now just smelled disgusting to him, and he instinctively understood it couldn’t actually harm him. Just to be sure, he crouched by the edge of the water and scooped a bit into his palm, watching it carefully to see if anything happened. When that was fine, he dipped a finger in it and put it on his tongue. Apart from being gross, there didn’t seem to be any ill effect, so he went one step further and drank a little bit of the water, grimacing as the sour taste crossed his tongue.

“I think I’ll be fine,” he said. “Can you hold her?”

Carefully taking the little snake from his head, he handed her over to Sellie, who stood frozen, her hands cupped as the little snake sat in her palms, watching Merrick. Taking a deep breath, he stripped down to just his pants, gripped his two spears, and dove into the water, making hardly a ripple as he sank below the surface.

As soon as he entered the cool water, Merrick could feel the toad stirring, and with a powerful kick of his feet he shot forward, slipping through the water as if he was born to it. It only took him a few kicks to reach the bottom of the pool where the toad was hiding, and as he got close it began to stir, its large body expanding and contracting as it pulled the poisonous water into its mouth. Seeing a faint image of the toad’s tongue, Merrick quickly rolled to the side as the tongue shot out toward him like a spear, stabbing through the water with the speed of an arrow.

As the tongue extended to its full length, the tip of Merrick’s spear turned and stabbed through it, causing it to shake intensely. A moment later, he was flying through the water, pulled back toward the toad’s gaping mouth. At the last moment, he kicked out, ripping his spear free. His other spear stabbed deep into the toad in the center of its forehead.

All around him he could feel the thick, poisonous water, potent enough to melt flesh. Yet wherever he moved, it seemed to flee from him, shifting away as if afraid of the poison his body contained. The toad, despite being stabbed through the forehead, flailed about, its blood mixing together with the poison in the water around it.

Kicking his feet, Merrick shot back toward the surface. Suddenly, with a loud croaking sound that somehow managed to penetrate the water, the toad lurched toward him. Its powerful legs kicked off the bottom of the pond and sent it shooting up. It was moving too quickly for him to dodge, and it slammed into his side with bone-jarring force, sending him flying up and out of the pond

Completely bewildered by the sudden turn of events, for a moment Merrick pinwheeled in the air, catching sight of the toad, whose body seemed to be healing at a tremendous rate. A moment later, he crashed back into the water, even as the toad sank down toward the bottom of the pond. Sputtering, Merrick, who had lost his grip on one of his spears, heard laughter from the shore. Looking over, he saw his friends regarding him with considerable amusement. He cracked a smile.

Embarrassed, Merrick took a deep breath and sank underwater again. The toad was back on the bottom, pulling more poison water around it as fast as possible. Merrick could see the wound on its forehead beginning to close up and realized it was likely using the poison it generated to heal its body.

Spotting his other spear sticking out of the sandy bottom of the pond, Merrick swam down and grabbed it. He launched himself at the toad once again. Dodging past the tongue as it came out, Merrick activated his snake tattoo and everything around him slowed to a crawl. Darting forward, his spears stabbed and slashed, tearing through the toad’s body with successive strikes. It took three hacks to cut its tongue off, in large part due to its rubbery nature, and a further dozen to pierce through its skull and destroy its brain.

When the ability finally faded, Merrick found himself out of breath and weakly kicked his legs, returning to the surface. The toad’s corpse slowly floated up after him, bobbing next to him as he gasped for breath. He swam to the shore and crawled out, trying not to show just how tired he was. He had elected to use his ability to prevent the toad from having a chance to heal, and while it had been tremendously effective, it had also left him completely exhausted.

Seeing the toad floating dead in the middle of the pond, the little green snake let out a happy squeal and darted forward, flying through the air under Sellie’s astonished gaze and landing on the bloated corpse, which she began to consume with surprising speed.

“Well, remind me not to get on your pet snake’s bad side,” Maro said as half of the toad vanished into the little snake’s mouth in a few bites. “Does she have a name?”

“A name?” Merrick asked weakly. “I don’t think so.”

“What about Emerald?” Sellie said. “We could call her Emerald. That’s a pretty name.”

Clearly listening to the conversation, the little snake lifted her head and hissed in displeasure. Unaware what the hiss meant, Sellie continued, “Because her scales are such a pretty color.”

Freezing halfway through her angry hiss, the little snake paused for a moment and then nodded her head before going back to eating the toad.

“I guess Emerald it is,” Merrick said, squinting as a headache began to hammer at the inside of his skull. “Oof, that took a lot more out of me than I thought it would. Give me a moment.”

After ten minutes of meditating, his energy had returned, though the tattoo on his arm had yet to recharge. Emerald had finished the toad as well and returned to lie on Merrick’s head. The entire time Merrick meditated, Elder Moore stood next to him, and when Merrick finally finished, the elder carefully knelt down.

“Thank you,” he said, bowing his head.

“Elder, what are you doing? Please don’t bow.”

Resisting Merrick’s attempts to get him to stand up, Elder Moore shook his head.

“It has been my lifelong wish to cleanse the oasis, and you have done it.”

“There’s still the matter of the poison,” Merrick said, but to his surprise, the elder shook his head again.

“With the toad gone, the poison has gone as well,” Elder Moore said, shooting a glance at the small snake on the top of Merrick’s head. “Snake has seen fit to help us.”

Somewhat surprised, Merrick reached down and scooped up a palmful of water, slurping it down. Its taste was sweet and clear, as clean as the freshest water he had ever tasted. Emerald was currently asleep, so he couldn’t ask her about it, but from his examination, there didn’t seem to be any trace of poison remaining.

Sellie, guessing what he was wondering about, grinned and pointed at the pond.

“After she finished eating the toad, she swam around for a while, sucking up the strands of poison that remained. It took her a few minutes to catch them, because they kept running away from her. It was the oddest sight I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“More odd than Merrick wearing a snake on his head?” Maro asked, causing Sellie to chuckle.

“No, not more odd than that,” she said.

Feeling his cheeks turning red, Merrick took Emerald down from his head and wrapped her around his wrist, where she fastened on tight. That night, to celebrate the cleansing of the pond, the Dust tribe threw a massive party which ended with most of them throwing themselves into the pond to splash around. Few knew how to swim, but those who didn’t were practicing with all of their might. Maro, Sellie, and Merrick eventually joined them, and after a fun evening of feasting and swimming, they went to bed, exhausted.

Merrick was completely beat after almost two days of staying awake, and he slept well until the sun rose. As he woke, he noticed that Maro and Sellie were already up, and leaving the cave they had shared he found them meditating outside. Sitting down to join them, he immersed himself in the song of the world, carefully examining its melodies as they drifted by. One by one, he peeled through the layers of the song, until, thin and quiet, he found what he was looking for. For a long moment, he let the sharp noise fill his thoughts, fixing itself in his mind before slowly opening his eyes. Seeing he was up, Maro stretched and hopped to his feet.

“So, what now?” he said. “You’ve become Snake’s emissary. Is there anything else you have to do in this desert, or are we done here?”

“We’re done here,” Merrick said. “But our adventure isn’t over.”

Opening up his map, he scrolled to the far north, where there was a jungle marked out.

“Somewhere in this jungle is Jaguar’s temple,” he said, missing the strange look Sellie and Maro exchanged. “We need to go there next. However, before that, we’re going to have to deal with Kathov, as he’s beginning to catch up.”

“Hold on,” Sellie replied, her voice firm. “Before we do anything, you need to explain what is going on. First, Snake, and then Jaguar? Next you’re going to tell me you’re going to try and become his emissary too.”

Feeling suddenly nervous, Merrick hesitated just long enough for Sellie to groan.

“Are you serious? Maro, tell me he’s not serious.”

The massive young spirit warrior was staring at Merrick, his brow furrowed, and after a moment he shrugged.

“I think he’s serious.”

Realizing it was time to tell the others exactly what was going on, Merrick gestured for them to get up.

“I promise I’ll explain,” he said, “but we should start moving. We don’t want to draw Kathov here.”

Realizing the wisdom in his words, the others nodded and gathered their things. After saying goodbye to Elder Moore and the other villagers they had gotten to know the night before, Merrick, Sellie, and Maro climbed down the ladder and began traveling north. They passed around the eastern side of the mesa, the whole time keeping an eye out for any sign of the Emmerich. The faint melody representing the hunter hadn’t grown any louder, which made Merrick confident Kathov was some distance away, likely hunting for him among the dunes. Instead of leading them out of the desert, however, Merrick headed east, returning to the place where they had previously encountered the control tower. He half expected to see nothing, but Sellie soon spotted the building in the distance.

“Come on,” Merrick said. “Let’s get inside.”

“And then I really need to know what’s going on,” Maro said. “All this waiting is killing me.”

Heading to the building where they had first fought against the scorpions, Merrick and the others entered and then made their way up through the staircase to where the control orb sat.
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Walking over, Merrick touched it and the air shimmered as Elder Three appeared.

“Welcome, Emissary,” Elder Three said, a soft smile on his face. “Control of the orb is now yours. I wish you luck.”

With a smile that radiated relief, the elder slowly faded away, his body vanishing.

“He’s gone,” Merrick said after a moment. “While we’re waiting, I can explain what’s going on.”

Touching the orb, Merrick transformed the walls and floor into their clear state and shifted the view of them until they were high over the sand dunes.

“Do you remember our coming-of-age ceremony?” he asked, and immediately the others nodded. “Do you remember how I fell from the cliff into the water?”

Again, Maro and Sellie nodded.

“Well, that happened because I awakened a guardian spirit.”

“Do you mean before the ceremony was even over?” Sellie asked.

“Yes, it was as I was running. Just hear me out, okay? I know that what I’m about to say is going to sound completely crazy, but just listen to the end. In the future, the war between the prospectors and those scaled beasts, it’s going to expand. It’ll spill out of the mountains into every single corner of this world. I know because I saw it happen.”

Seeing that Sellie was going to interrupt again, Merrick held up his hand to stop her.

“Just listen, please. This entire world was destroyed, and our people were forced to seek shelter under the Empire in order to live. They used us as frontline soldiers, though admittedly we were fine with it as long as it meant we could kill the scaled beasts. Eventually, this world was lost and we were pulled out, those of us who were still alive. Maro, you and I, along with almost 200 others, formed a roving combat force. Over time, we went to many worlds, fought many enemies, always bleeding on behalf of the Empire. One by one, however, everyone died, including you, until only I remained.

“The last memory I have is of returning to this world, but beyond there they cut off, and I don’t know what happened at the end. These memories are quite disorienting. However, they’re also clear, and if things are not changed, they will come to pass. The first change has already started. The presence of the scaled beasts was identified early, allowing the prospectors to inform the Empire and the World Guard to be deployed. However, that only solves half of the problem. If left alone, the scaled beasts and the World Guard will still destroy this world. Which brings us to our current quest. My guardian spirit allowed me to forge a connection with Snake and told me to seek out Snake’s temple.”

Pausing, Merrick lifted his wrist.

“This is the result. Now, I’m being sent to Jaguar. Why, exactly, I don’t know. But if I had to guess, it has something to do with what we learned the last time we were here in this control room. It’s clear that our people once had powers that could rival the Empire’s, and if there is something that can save this world from the coming war, it will probably be in the palace under the seal.”

“Then that means you need all five spirits,” Maro said, his eyes gleaming. “Imagine that, emissary of not one or two, but all five of the Great Spirits.”

“It’s sort of unbelievable,” Merrick admitted.

“What are you talking about?” Maro said, shaking his head. “I believe it completely.”

Both Merrick and Sellie gave him a skeptical look, but Maro just laughed.

“Merrick, I’ve known you since you learned to crawl, and yet in the last year, you have completely changed, transformed into a spirit warrior who moves as if you’ve had decades of practice.”

“The difference isn’t that big, is it?” Merrick asked, looking at Sellie, who gave him an uncomfortable shrug.

“It was to the point where we’ve been having genuine conversations about whether you were possessed or not,” Maro said bluntly. “Have you seen yourself move? I’m incredibly confident in my strength. And the blessing Bear gave me makes my fists incredibly lethal. But I’m afraid if we got into a real fight, you could take me apart in less than a minute. Even if you didn’t have your blades, I still wouldn’t put my chances high. And the fact that you can use the Empire’s technology, and that all of a sudden you’re the emissary of a guardian spirit? I didn’t even know emissaries existed a week ago. I’m just glad to know you’re not possessed.”

Feeling slightly foolish as his friend bluntly laid out all of the changes he had undergone, Merrick didn’t know what to say. Thankfully, Sellie saved him from his embarrassment.

“If what you’re saying is true, then it’s important that you get to Jaguar. But this time, you have to bring us with you. No running off to the temple alone.”

“Deal,” Merrick said, nodding with considerable relief.

“Hey, what are we doing up here anyways?” Maro asked, looking at the seemingly empty space around them.

“Finding somebody,” Merrick replied, pointing down toward the floor. Far down below, a figure trudged across the sand dunes, occasionally stopping to look around. With a thought, Merrick lowered the view, zooming in toward the ground, causing Sellie to let out a sharp gasp and Maro to clutch at the stone wall beside him. The figure was tall and wrapped in black cloth from head to toe. A scaled tail peeked out from underneath his cloak.

“Is that Kathov?” Maro asked as he recovered his equilibrium.

“Yep, our friendly lizardman in the flesh,” Merrick said. “We’re on our way out of the desert, but I figure it’d be a good idea to send him some presents.”

Closing his eyes, Merrick sorted through the options in the control orb. There were a tremendous number of options, though most were grayed out, as they required the central hub to be active in order to be used. Merrick didn’t mind, however, as the options he did have seemed good enough.

“Done,” he said, his eyes snapping open.

Almost immediately, the scene below them changed and the lizardman’s head turned toward the north. He stared for a moment and then broke into a run, heading southwest, toward the mesas. At first, Maro and Sellie didn’t understand what was going on. But then they caught sight of it, a wave of white sweeping across the desert.

“Are those…?”

“Scorpions?” Merrick said, finishing Sellie’s sentence as her voice faded away. “Yes, they are. But that’s not it. Our next present is on a timer, so we have enough time to get out of here.”

The image below them faded as the stone returned to its normal gray, and Merrick manipulated the control orb once more. There was a flash and the three of them appeared, standing on the edge of the desert which stretched to the south. Behind them, to the north, was a river, and beyond it a wide grassland. Merrick had used the orb to transport them instantly from the command tower to the edge of the desert.

“So what’s the other present?” Maro asked, squinting into the desert as if he might be able to see Kathov and the horde of scorpions who were behind him.

Waiting for a few moments, Merrick lifted his hand and pointed. It was hard to see at first, and then Sellie gasped.

“A sandstorm?” she said.

“Yep, localized. That means only in a particular place. And that place just happens to be right on top of our scaled friend.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Maro asked, earning himself disdainful looks from both Sellie and Merrick.

“He’s trying to kill me,” Merrick said. “It would be his own fault if he dies to either the scorpions or the sandstorm. But in truth, I doubt this will do more than slow him down. Still, I’d like to push off fighting him until after I’ve paid a visit to Jaguar’s temple. So let’s get going.”

Sellie’s eyes lingered on the distant horizon for a moment more, then she nodded.

“I think that’s a good idea,” she said. “Do we know what’s between us and this jungle?”

“Yes,” Merrick said. “An absolutely massive swamp, full of terrifying creatures and probably a small army of scaled beasts.”

Setting out his map, he opened it up and showed them.

“We’ve really got two paths,” he said. “If we go northwest, we’ll hit the coast. Traveling along the coast will keep us out of most of the swamp, but it’ll add a good bit of time to our journey and will make it easier for Kathov to catch up once he gets out of the jam he’s currently in. The other option is to go through the swamp. That’s a more direct route and will be faster, but probably quite a bit more dangerous as well.”

“I’m not afraid of danger,” Maro said, slapping his chest. “I say we head through the swamp.”

Turning to look at Sellie, Merrick saw her nod.

“I think that’s a good idea as well,” she said. “While the coast might be easier, I think anything we can do to slow Kathov down will be a good idea.”

“Swamp it is,” Merrick said, closing his map.

The plains were relatively flat, so after they crossed the river they made good time, and thanks to the flat terrain Maro had a much easier time keeping up. They kept on the move, only stopping for a couple hours to grab a little bit of sleep before pressing on. On the third day, just as they arrived at the sprawling swamp, Merrick felt the faint melody representing Kathov becoming more strident.

“Kathov’s left the desert,” he said to the others. “At our current rate, he’ll likely catch up with us right after we enter the swamp.”

“Then that’s where we’ll bury him,” Maro said with a snarl.

“Fighting an Emmerich is very dangerous,” Merrick replied, but his friend just waved him off.

“It’s not like we’re going to leave you to fight him on your own. So what if it’s dangerous.”

Giving Maro a grateful smile, Merrick turned to Sellie.

“Sellie? What do you think?”

“I think Maro’s right. I think I’m tired of running, and I’m confident that if the three of us work together, we can take him down.”

“All right,” Merrick said, biting his lip. “But we’re going to need a plan.”

Gazing out over the swamp that stretched before them, Merrick took a deep breath.

“I know it might seem silly that I’m so cautious, but the Emmerich are truly that strong. If we don’t do this correctly, the consequences will be terrible.”

Taking a moment to judge how quickly Kathov was moving, Merrick estimated he would catch up to them in less than twenty-four hours. That gave them half a day at most to prepare their ambush. Ahead of them was the swamp, and though Merrick was confident in being able to pass through it without issue thanks to his Land Strider and Warrior’s Knowledge: Survival skills, it still gave him pause. Pools of stagnant water covered the ground, surrounding algae-covered trees whose bare branches rose toward the sky like skeletal hands desperate for freedom. The ground between the pools was muddy and carried a thick stench of decay, often crumbling away underfoot.

As they entered the swamp, Merrick was forced to slow down to make sure Sellie and Maro were able to keep up safely. Maro was especially slow, as his weight caused his feet to sink into the muddy earth if he remained in place too long, making him quite frustrated. Trying to pick paths that would be easier, Merrick passed along a strip of dirt, stepping over a clump of grass growing out of it. Just before he put his foot down, he paused, noticing a movement in the distance. Behind him, Maro and Sellie stopped as well, waiting for him to continue forward.

At first, Merrick couldn’t see what it was that had moved, but as the seconds dragged on there was a splash and a large crocodile surged up out of the water, dragging its bulky body up onto a narrow strip of mud. As it did, half a dozen small animals darted away, but the crocodile ignored them, focused instead on the fish it held between its powerful jaws.

“Merrick? I’m starting to sink again.”

Hearing Maro talking behind him, Merrick took a deep breath and put his foot down. His eyes scanned the area, looking for a way around the crocodile that would support Maro’s weight. Noticing a half-sunken log, he jumped to it, testing it with his weight while keeping an eye on the crocodile in the distance. It seemed content to ignore them, which he was quite happy about, and soon they had circled around its resting place. They moved slowly but steadily, doing their best to pick through the sticky mud, and as they crept through the swamp Merrick searched for a good place to launch their attack on Kathov, who was drawing steadily closer.

Eventually, they found an area of mostly flat ground with a stand of trees nearby and a number of deep pools surrounding it. As soon as he saw it Merrick knew this was the right spot, and he called for a halt.

“Let’s eat something and set up here,” he said, reaching for his pack and the food it contained.

Thankful for the break, Maro sat down, not caring one bit about the mud that stained his clothing. Sellie found a log to sit on, and as she and Maro dug into their supplies Merrick looked around, his mind whirring through the possibilities.

“So, what’s the plan?” Sellie asked.

Turning to look out over the swamp, Merrick concentrated on the song of the world, picking out the various melodies. With a grin, he stared at a particularly deep pool for a moment and then turned back to Sellie.

“We make our stand here. We’ll set up a multifaceted attack. A trap within a trap that will spring as soon as Kathov arrives. This is going to be dangerous, but I don’t need to tell you that.”

After sharing his plan, Merrick and the others settled down to wait, and less than three hours later Kathov arrived. His dark cloak was badly torn, and he had discarded his shield, carrying only his long spear. He moved quickly, running across the ground in long strides, bent forward at a strange angle, his head sweeping back and forth as he searched for signs of his prey’s passing.

Watching from a distance, Merrick couldn’t stop his heart from jumping as the Warrior’s memories overlapped with Kathov. Despite the dangerous and confusing terrain, Kathov navigated around the hidden pools with ease, picking only the paths that gave him secure footing as he headed for the area where Merrick and the others were planning on launching their ambush.
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Even before he arrived Kathov seemed to know that his prey was just ahead, so Merrick, who had been standing among the trees, made no effort to stay hidden. Instead, he walked out into the clearing as Kathov arrived at its edge. The lizardman stopped, peering through narrowed eyes at Merrick, as if surprised to see him out in the open. Taking his time, the lizardman sniffed at the air, then took a long step forward. Only forty-five feet separated the two, but Kathov made no effort to draw any closer. Instead, he surveyed the terrain nearby.

“Where are your friends hiding?” he asked, his voice a deep hiss.

Merrick didn’t answer. His mana rifle had been left with his gear, and he currently held his spears in his hands. Now that he was actually facing down Kathov, he felt as if everything around him pressed on his attention. Weak sunlight shone through the haze that rose from the swamp, and Merrick felt as if he could sense every eddy and swirl in the torpid air. His clothing hung heavy on him, and he could feel the comforting press of the two pistols hidden under his shirt. Shifting his grip on his spears, he watched Kathov carefully, but the lizardman was clearly in no rush to attack.

Merrick never doubted for a second that Kathov knew the other two were waiting to ambush him. After all, he had tracked the three of them here, and it was unlikely that Merrick would have sent them ahead and stayed back to fight Kathov by himself. That didn’t mean he knew where they were, however, which was part of what Merrick was counting on. Planting the end of his spear on the ground, Kathov straightened up, his tail brushing against the ground in a wide sweep as his eyes came to rest on Merrick.

“You did not run as far as I thought you would,” Kathov said in his heavily accented common. “You should have left the others behind and fled to the end of this world.”

“But I’m not running,” Merrick said with a shrug. “If I was running, you’d never catch me.”

Kathov clearly didn’t believe him, and with a hissing laugh he took a small step forward, watching Merrick carefully.

“So you say, yet you fled to the desert, hoping to lose me among the dunes, and now you come here, no doubt thinking the swamp will slow me down. I am the greatest hunter of my people, and no prey has ever escaped me. Your hunt has been witnessed, and it will end here.”

As Kathov finished speaking, a heavy pressure rolled through the clearing, causing Merrick’s skin to prickle and the hair on the back of his neck to stand up. Instead of tensing, however, Merrick just laughed.

“You say you’re the greatest hunter, and yet you serve as a hound for the Empire. It seems you delude yourself.”

Merrick’s words caused Kathov to stiffen, his eyes widening and a deep, angry hiss escaping from his throat.

“You know nothing,” he said, causing Merrick’s smirk to widen.

“No, I know that your people were bested at their own game, how you gambled and lost the hunting rights to your own world, forcing you to venture out onto the Empire’s battlefields to claim prey. I know your holy warriors were slaughtered without being able to put up a fight. I know that your people number no more than ten thousand, despite having boasted numbers in the millions during your heyday. You come to our world and pretend to be strong, desperately trying to ignore the leash around your own neck.”

Though he spoke firmly, Merrick couldn’t help but feel quite nervous as he watched the anger in Kathov’s eyes growing stronger. The memories the Warrior had given him included a considerable amount of information about the many worlds that had submitted to the Empire, and the Emmerich were among them. In a future Merrick was determined to avoid, the Warrior had fought alongside the remnants of the Emmerich, finding grudging solidarity due to the similarities of their situations. Both the Teresk and Emmerich had lost their worlds to the scaled beasts and been absorbed into the Empire. Both were forced to the battlefields, fighting and bleeding for the World Guard. During that time, the Warrior had learned much about the Emmerich and their history, and now, facing down a powerful Emmerich warrior, Merrick was determined to use what he knew to his advantage.

“You know nothing of what you speak,” Kathov said, his eyes burning as he took an aggressive step forward.

Merrick sneered and lifted one of his spears.

“Every word I say is the truth, and no matter how much you deny it, it’s impossible for you to escape the Empire’s collar.”

Letting out a low roar, Kathov suddenly lunged forward, his legs extending to carry him swiftly across the distance. Even as he began to charge, Merrick was falling back, having anticipated the sudden movement half a second before it happened. Seeing Merrick retreating toward the trees, Kathov flicked his tail and sped up, his spear transforming into a silver arc as he stabbed toward Merrick’s chest.

Knowing he’d be outmatched in strength, Merrick shifted to the side, bringing both his spears up to block the tip of Kathov’s. Sparks flew as the metal spear tip scraped against the stone blades, and for a moment, Merrick worried that they might snap. Using all his weight, he pressed the spear tip to the side, managing to make it deviate, and then, ducking under the shaft, slashed toward Kathov’s leg.

Twisting with unnatural speed, Kathov lifted his foot from the ground, stepping over Merrick’s slash even as his tail twisted around and stabbed toward Merrick. Bringing up one spear to block the stab, Merrick tried to counterattack, but Kathov had already retreated, his long legs taking him out of Merrick’s distance. Without hesitating, Merrick retreated as well, pulling back to stay outside of the spear’s striking range. He was badly outmatched when it came to reach, as Kathov’s spear was almost three times the length of his and the lizardman had much longer arms.

Shifting directions, Kathov lunged forward, his spear stabbing toward Merrick’s forehead. Even as the lizardman moved, Merrick shifted directions as well, pressing to try and get inside Kathov’s optimal range. It was challenging to fight an enemy like Kathov, as it forced Merrick to constantly move in and out of his enemy’s range, hoping to disrupt his rhythm.

Caught off guard by Merrick’s sudden shift, Kathov reversed his spear, using the butt end of it to sweep at Merrick’s legs. Nimbly hopping over the attack, Merrick pressed forward but found that for every two steps he took, Kathov simply took one step backward. Realizing he wasn’t going to catch up, Merrick wanted to try and gain some distance, but just as he stopped his forward momentum, Kathov pressed, his spear stabbing out half a dozen times in a few seconds, forcing Merrick to mount a desperate defense.

Each of Kathov’s attacks caused Merrick’s arms to tremble, and though he managed to block, dodge, or deflect all of them, it proved beyond a shadow of a doubt that Kathov was quite a bit stronger than he was. With a hiss, Kathov pressed his advantage, raining down blow after blow on Merrick, forcing him into a desperate retreat. Sensing his opponent’s weakness, Kathov lunged forward, straight into the path of an arrow that appeared in front of his face. With a surprised hiss, Kathov abandoned his attack, jerking his head to the side as the arrow tore a gash through the scales on his face.

Another arrow followed immediately after. Though Kathov managed to get his weapon up in time to block it, the force of the attack sent him stumbling backward. Tracing the path the arrows had taken to reach him, Kathov saw Sellie perched in one of the trees. Her expression was grim as she drew another arrow from her quiver.

Merrick, who had managed to retreat to safety, took a deep breath and charged forward as Sellie released her third arrow. Attacked from two different directions, Kathov leapt backward. Yet even as he landed on the ground, the earth trembled under his feet, causing him to lose his balance. This allowed Merrick to score a hit against the lizardman’s arm. Though his thick scales protected him, the spear still managed to pierce through, drawing a spot of blood.

Kathov couldn’t bother with Merrick’s attack, as he was too busy trying to avoid a sweeping blow from Maro. Maro had surged up from the mud where he had been hiding, and mud sloughed off of Maro’s body as ethereal bear claws surrounded his fists, unleashing a flurry of blows on Kathov.

Maro didn’t manage to land a single attack as the lizardman moved with unnatural grace, twisting and bending his body to avoid the attacks. He was unable to retreat, however, since Merrick cut off his path, hacking and slashing with his spears as he tried to skewer the lizardman. Hard-pressed by the fierce attacks, Kathov let out an angry roar and a wave of intense pressure blasted out of him. This forced Maro to stumble backward and threw Merrick through the air. An arrow, which had been arcing toward Kathov’s back, was knocked aside. The fight fell into a momentary lull as the four combatants were separated.

Gripping his spear tightly in one hand, Kathov stripped the ragged remains of his cloak from his body. He threw them to the side, revealing a heavily muscled torso covered in hard scales. One of the hardest things about fighting the Emmerich was their natural armor. It made them impervious to all but the hardest of blows and drastically narrowed their vulnerabilities to arrows and other ranged attacks.

For a moment, Merrick debated drawing one of his pistols, but Maro was directly across from him, and he worried he might accidentally hit his friend. Instead, he charged forward, leaping into the air as he struck with his spears. Kathov responded instantly, spinning to meet him and exposing his back to Maro. Maro took full advantage of it by charging forward to join the fight as well.

Sellie held her fire, waiting for an opening she could exploit as Merrick, Maro, and Kathov engaged in a deadly dance. The more they fought, the greater Merrick’s respect for the Emmerich warrior grew. Though unquestionably a bloodthirsty killer, it couldn’t be denied that Kathov’s martial abilities were exquisite. His spear wove a silver net around him, sweeping, stabbing, and hooking as he battled against Maro’s brutal fists and Merrick’s deadly stabs.

Despite it being two-on-one, Kathov also found time to counterattack, continually forcing Merrick and Maro to abandon their own attacks and desperately block or dodge. Though not quite as strong as Maro or as quick as Merrick, Kathov’s abilities were well balanced. This allowed him to use his speed against Maro and his brute strength against Merrick. On more than one occasion, Merrick even found himself falling into subtle traps that lured him into attacks that gave Kathov the opportunity to counterattack him.

Every single time he fell for one of these traps, one of Sellie’s arrows would fly through the air. This forced Kathov back and saved Merrick in the process. As the fight raged on, the ground was torn up, transforming into a muddy mess that caused their footing to grow unstable.

Merrick, paying careful attention to the pacing of the fight, was momentarily distracted when he saw Maro’s breath coming in loud gasps. He realized his friend was beginning to run out of steam. Kathov, seizing on Merrick’s distraction, turned and slashed at Maro with his spear. Yet even as Maro shifted his hands to block it, Kathov abandoned the attack. He let go of his spear as he turned around and lunged toward Merrick. Brushing past the two spears, he grabbed Merrick’s arms with his clawed fingers.

Merrick felt the claws piercing his skin, and pain shot up his arms as Kathov pressed him backward. An arrow from Sellie shot toward the back of Kathov’s head, but his tail lifted, brushing it aside. Realizing things were about to go bad as Kathov pressed him back toward the swamp, Merrick was about to activate his speed ability when he heard an angry huff in his mind.

Unwrapping herself from his wrist, Emerald opened her mouth and bit down. Her fangs stabbed deep into Kathov’s arm. There was a sizzle as the scales around the puncture wound began to corrode and Kathov let go of Merrick as if he was being burned. Withdrawing her fangs, Emerald let out a sluggish hiss and went inert once more.

Kathov, stunned by the attack, stared down at his arm and then glanced up at Merrick. Whatever he was about to say was lost to the wind, however, as Maro, wielding the waterlogged tree trunk he had pulled from the swamp, batted him out into the swamp. The force of the blow was so hard that the tree trunk exploded into splinters. Kathov, caught completely off guard, went pinwheeling through the air, landing in the swampy water in the distance. Just as stunned by the turn of events as Kathov, Merrick barely had the presence of mind to stop Maro, who was about to charge after the lizardman.

“We need to go,” Merrick said, breathless.

For a moment Maro, whose eyes carried a faint red tint, stared at him uncomprehendingly, but then, slowly, reason came back and Maro nodded heavily.

“All right.”

Sellie had already jumped down from her perch and gathered their packs. As Merrick slipped his arms through the straps of his pack, she pointed into the distance.

“He’s coming,” she said, and with a deep breath, Merrick reached for his rifle.

Yet, even as he did, he heard a faint melody and his hands stilled, a grin appearing on his face. Kathov was charging toward them, his legs carrying him easily across the muddy ground as Merrick lifted his hand to point.

“Sellie, can you fire an arrow at him? Hold till I say.”

Unsure what good that would do, Sellie nodded and drew an arrow from her quiver and smoothly drew it back to her cheek. As she lined up her shot, Kathov continued to come closer. Maro’s attack had launched him nearly sixty feet, and now, as he crossed half that distance, Merrick spoke.

“Now!”

Sellie released the arrow, and it flew from her bow, swiftly crossing the distance. Kathov hardly slowed, simply shifting to the side to avoid the arrow’s trajectory. Yet, as he did, his foot splashed into the muddy water and a massive crocodile erupted from the deep pond, its powerful jaws closing around Kathov’s leg. With a vicious twist, it pulled the Emmerich off balance and fell back into the pond with a splash. The water roiled as the crocodile rotated violently in the water, sinking down toward the bottom of the pond with Kathov still locked in its jaws.
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The crocodile’s attack was so sudden, Sellie couldn’t help but gasp and take a step back, and Maro’s face went white.

“Let’s go,” Merrick said, ignoring the thrashing in the distance as Kathov desperately fought against the beast.

“Shouldn’t we stay and finish the job?” Maro said, his eyes fixed on the bubbling pond as he held Kathov’s spear he had picked up.

“No,” Merrick said, a grim note to his voice. “We’ve got other enemies to worry about. There are scaled beasts in the swamp.”

He had first picked up on their presence when Kathov approached, and the discordant noise was growing stronger and stronger, a clear indication that they were headed this direction. Tangling with Kathov, the giant crocodile that had been stalking them this entire time, and the scaled beasts was more than Merrick felt up for. So he led the others swiftly away from the battlefield, praying the scaled beasts would go after Kathov and the crocodile rather than after them.

As they pressed through the swamp, moving as quickly as possible, Merrick examined the wounds on his arms. Kathov’s claws had pierced through his forearms, cutting deep wounds in his skin. If not for Emerald’s counterattack, Merrick very well may have lost both of his arms. As it was, he found he was having trouble grasping his spears. Both arms were bleeding quite badly, a dangerous situation in a swamp like this, as blood was sure to attract predators. So, as they moved, Merrick tore his cloak into strips and wrapped his wounds tightly. Maro had taken a few blows as well but mercifully wasn’t bleeding.

“We need to find something that’ll keep your wounds from getting infected,” Sellie said. “In an environment like this, they’re almost sure to fester.”

Normally, Merrick would have agreed with her, but even now he could feel a faint burning sensation as the poison that coursed through his veins fought against the miasma of the swamp. There was a faint itching in his bones which signified the elixir of life beginning to work, and Merrick estimated that his wounds would likely be healed within less than a day.

“Let’s not worry about that right now,” he said, shaking his head. “We need to get as much distance as we can. The scaled beasts are coming fast.”

No sooner had he spoken than a flicker of movement in the distance caught his attention and he saw the first of them. It looked nothing like any of the other scaled beasts he had seen. It had six long spindly legs that aided it in wading through the water of the swamp and stood as tall as the trees. From its bulbous body, three long tentacles with sharp barbs on the end extended down, waving this way and that as it walked. Maro saw it at the same time Merrick did.

“What in Bear’s name is that?”

“The enemy,” Merrick replied grimly. “That’s a scaled beast. They come in all shapes and sizes, but they’re all dangerous.”

Thankfully, the scaled beast hadn’t yet spotted them, and with careful movements they pushed ahead, hoping to skirt around it. Their luck ran out, however, when a bird in a tree above them let out a sharp squawk and flew up into the air, drawing the beast’s attention. As soon as it spotted them, an eerie howl filled the air as the entire bottom of the creature split open to reveal a mouth filled with sharp teeth.

“That’s sort of terrifying,” Maro said. “I vote we don’t get an up-close look at it.”

“I agree,” Merrick said, “which means we need to run.”

And run they did, following Merrick as closely as possible as he fled through the swamp. The scaled beast behind them continued to shriek as it stomped through the muddy water. It wasn’t particularly fast, but its legs were so long that it covered a considerable amount of ground with every step, making it hard for Merrick and the others to gain distance. The path through the swamp was treacherous, and more than once Maro or Sellie slipped, nearly tumbling into the water at the sides. Yet Merrick didn’t slow down, knowing that if he did, the scaled beast would soon catch up.

Worse, the further into the swamp they pressed, the more often he spotted crocodiles, many of whom were just as large as the behemoth that had grabbed Kathov. For half an hour, they forged madly ahead as the scaled beast persistently followed. Occasionally it would gain on them, forcing Merrick to shift their path. Finally, realizing Maro could no longer keep up the punishing pace, Merrick spun around, dropping to one knee as he lifted his rifle.

“Get down,” he said, and Maro quickly ducked as Merrick lined up his shot and fired.

The crack of the rifle echoed over the swamp, causing a stillness as every creature froze at the unfamiliar sound. The beam passed straight through the large scaled beast, tearing the scales next to its head apart with a popping sound and carving a deep furrow along its back. For a moment it hung in the air, and then its body deflated and its legs gave out, collapsing into the swamp, causing a large wave of dirty water. Staring at the now-dead scaled beast, Selie poked Merrick.

“How did you know where to shoot it?” she asked.

Unsure how to explain his ever-growing set of abilities, Merrick just shrugged and slipped his rifle over his shoulder.

“Gut instinct, I guess,” he said. “Come on, let’s go.”

The discordant noise had faded slightly, but Merrick was certain the monster’s cries had attracted other scaled beasts their direction. Crossing the swamp would normally take over a week, and now that there were scaled beasts present, it would likely take even longer. That meant there was no time to waste.

For the next few hours, they pressed forward, heading further and further into the swamp. Occasionally they found areas of relatively dry land and were able to speed up, running along at a good clip. Merrick kept a close eye on their map and rerouted them toward the northeast, hoping to get closer to the mountains. Though that would increase the number of scaled beasts they would encounter, it would also make it less likely for them to get trapped and would prove easier terrain for Maro and Sellie to navigate.

They traveled until well after nightfall, finally stopping to rest among a small grove of trees. Though Merrick could have kept going, he knew that keeping up such a quick pace for the next week or so wasn’t going to be possible unless they made time to rest. As they sat among the trees, eating the dried meat they had packed, Merrick could sense Maro’s frustration.

“You okay?” he asked.

His large friend let out a deep sigh and brushed some mud from his cheek.

“I feel like I’m slowing us down,” he said, “first in the sand, and now here. If I wasn’t along, the two of you would probably be halfway across the swamp by now.”

“That’s not true,” Sellie said, shaking her head. “I’ve fallen into the water just as many times as you have. We’re both a drag.”

“Neither of you is a drag,” Merrick said firmly. “If I was on my own and had to face Kathov, I’d be dead. Maro, you really saved my hide when you smacked Kathov with a tree.”

Slowly, a grin spread across Maro’s face.

“That was rather satisfying,” he said with a deep chuckle.

“He must have flown almost a hundred feet,” Sellie said, shaking her head in amazement.

“And Sellie, your arrows?” Merrick continued. “Without them, my head would probably be resting on Kathov’s spear.”

“It’s true,” Maro said. “Your timing was always very good.”

Happy the air had lightened, Merrick looked out over the swamp.

“Let’s just hope our crocodile buddy put an end to Kathov once and for all.”

“Do you think that’s likely?” Sellie asked, her forehead furrowing.

With a grimace, Merrick shook his head.

“I don’t. Emmerich are as slippery as they are strong. I wouldn’t be surprised if Kathov managed to escape.”

Feeling Emerald stirring on his wrist, Merrick flipped his hand over as she crawled into his palm. Her movements were still fairly sluggish, and he noticed that her green scales had dulled slightly. She seemed hungry, so he held out one of the pieces of jerky he had been eating to her. Her eyes lit up, and she bit down on it, pulling it out of his hand. Swiftly swallowing the entire thing, she looked around for more. Merrick continued to feed her, and she continued to swallow the pieces of meat until she had worked her way through half of his supply.

“No more,” he finally said, “otherwise we won’t have enough food.”

“But I’m still hungry,” Emerald said, a faint whine in her voice.

“We’ll try to hunt some more food tomorrow. We need to keep the dried meat for when we can’t hunt.”

Clearly disappointed, Emerald bobbed her head and slithered to the edge of Merrick’s hand. Lifting herself as high as she could, she began to look around.

“Where are we?” she asked. “Why does it smell so weird?”

“This is a swamp,” Merrick replied.

“You know, it’s rather cute that you talk to your pet snake,” Sellie said with a grin. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as the type.”

Realizing she could only hear one side of the conversation, Merrick wanted to protest but figured he was already weird enough, and if he started claiming that the little snake was talking to him, his friends would think he was even stranger. Suddenly, Emerald leapt into the air and rapidly vanished into the darkness, leaving Merrick staring after her in bewilderment.

“Uh, your snake just ran away,” Maro said, pointing at Merrick’s empty palm.

“Wow, thanks. So helpful,” Merrick replied. “Emerald! Emerald!”

Despite calling out for her a few times, there was no sign of her, but in truth, Merrick wasn’t worried at all. He had a feeling the tiny snake was much stronger than she appeared, leaving aside her rather terrifying ability to consume food. The bite she had landed on Kathov had been strong enough to make the lizardman retreat, and Merrick had seen the edges of the wound starting to decay even before Maro had slapped Kathov into the swamp.

Doing their best to rest, they spent three hours in place, each taking a one-hour watch as the other two caught two hours of sleep. Since he needed the least amount of sleep, Merrick took the middle watch, and though he paid careful attention to the song of the world, he didn’t sense any immediate danger. His wounds had already healed, and once his watch was over he lay down to get some sleep. It seemed only a moment later when Sellie woke him up. Stretching, he joined the others in packing up their belongings, and then they continued their journey through the swamp.

At some point while he was asleep, Emerald had returned, and when Merrick awoke she was wrapped around his wrist once more. According to Sellie, she had returned a couple minutes before Merrick woke, dragging the corpse of a large toad behind her, which she had wolfed down before crawling onto his wrist. Despite being tiny, she was clearly much stronger than her size implied since, according to Sellie, the toad had been roughly a foot long and easily six inches tall.

The stars still twinkled above the haze when they got going, and Merrick set a more moderate pace, since traveling through the swamp at night was even more dangerous than moving during the day. Most of the creatures in the swamp were nocturnal, preferring to hide when the sun was out and coming out at night to hunt. This meant they had to be even more wary of the large predators, but in truth, Merrick was more concerned about the small ones. Poisonous snakes and insects were far more likely to prove a threat than the large crocodiles.

Yet as they traveled, they saw few small creatures. Occasionally Merrick would catch sight of a snake in the distance, swimming frantically away from them. Confused at first, he soon remembered the effect his presence had had on the scorpions outside of Snake’s temple and realized that the small green serpent on his wrist was likely the cause. Poisonous insects seemed to want to avoid them as well, and as long as Maro and Sellie stayed close enough to him, the insects didn’t bother them either.

By the time the sun rose over the tall mountains to the east, the land was starting to grow firmer. Though there were still occasional pools of stagnant water dotting the landscape, there was less mud, and their path grew smoother. At the same time, the presence of the scaled beasts grew more distinct, and Merrick took to carrying his rifle in his arms just in case they stumbled across any enemies.

For an entire day, they kept up a swift pace, and as night fell, Merrick brought them to camp once more. This time, finding a small hill with rocks along one side and a few trees atop it, he decided it was safe enough for them to chance a fire. Though it was still summer, running through the swamp was wet work, and as the night cooled their soaked clothing chilled their skin.

Breaking off some branches from one of the nearby trees, Maro started a small fire and the three of them huddled around it. They hadn’t seen any game as they rushed through the swamp, but now that they were further out along its edge Merrick had spotted a few deer tracks and hoped that the next day would bring a deer with it.

None of them particularly felt like talking, and as Merrick took first watch, Emerald slipped from his wrist once more and vanished into the swamp. She seemed to be more than capable of finding food on her own, and throughout the night she brought back a variety of dead creatures to swallow down before heading back out to hunt. Occasionally Emerald would try and offer him some of her catches, though he could tell she didn’t really want to give them up and was merely being considerate, but considering that her choice of prey was almost always incredibly poisonous, Merrick thanked her and turned her down each time. At close to midnight, Maro rose, and saying goodnight, Merrick went to sleep. He rose before the sun, finding Emerald once again on his wrist, and after cleaning up their camp, they set out.

“Keep an eye out for enemy scouts in the air,” he said to Sellie. “This close to the mountains, it’s more likely that we’re going to see them.”
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For the next two days, they progressed steadily, but despite not seeing any scaled beasts, Merrick had a feeling their luck was going to run out, and run out it did. On the third day, right about noon, when Sellie suddenly pointed into the sky.

“It’s one of those featherless birds,” she said as Merrick glanced up.

It took him a moment to find the tiny dot against the clouds, but as soon as he saw it he had the distinct impression it was looking straight at him.

“Come on, we’ve got to move,” he said, his voice grim as he led the others forward at a much faster pace.

His biggest fear was that the scaled beasts would get out and around them, blocking their path forward and forcing them back into the swamp, and an hour later that fear came true as he spotted a pack of wolf-like scaled beasts rushing down the side of the mountain in the distance.

Taking a moment to consult the map, Merrick grimaced. They could head toward the mountains, though an offshoot of the swamp, formed of a series of large lakes, lay between them and the peaks. On the other hand, moving northwest would put them among mangrove trees, a dense root network that would prove difficult to traverse. The other option was to continue straight and fight their way through the scaled beasts. Merrick only had to glance at Maro and Sellie to know which option they would prefer.

“You ready for a running fight?” he asked. Sellie nodded, and Maro pounded his fist together.

With a grin, Merrick took off running, the others falling in step behind him. They raced north, passing between the swampy lakes and the mangrove forest on a strip of mostly dry land. Merrick didn’t bother trying to hide their presence, as the featherless bird was still flying overhead, outside of the range of his mana rifle.

It wasn’t long before the pack of scaled beasts turned toward them. There were ten of the creatures, and as they got within 200 feet, Merrick dropped to one knee, sliding forward as he lifted his rifle to his shoulder. As soon as it settled into position, he pressed the manastone, and with a crack, a beam of pure mana pierced through the scaled beast at the front and wounded the beast following right behind.

Maro and Sellie hadn’t stopped running, and as Merrick jumped to catch up, arrows began to fly from Sellie’s bow, falling on the scaled beasts with deadly accuracy. Three of them fell to her arrows by the time Maro rushed into their midst, his fists flying as they leapt toward him. Each blow crushed one of the monsters, and Merrick soon joined him, his spears stabbing and cutting as they tore through the enemy. Slightly breathless, they emerged from the other side. Maro shook the blood from his hands and turned to see if any of the beasts had survived.

Sellie was finishing off the last of the beasts with her dagger, and after retrieving her arrows, they continued running. Twice over the next six hours they faced packs of scaled beasts, and after tearing through them with relative ease, they decided not to stop and camp. Though the scaled beasts had a presence in this part of the mountains, it didn’t seem to be quite as strong as further south, which Merrick was tremendously grateful for. They continued to push on through the night, slowing from their run to a steady walk to try and conserve energy.

As morning dawned, Merrick caught sight of the large plain in the distance. Ahead of them was a river, and beyond it a grassland that stretched for two hundred miles north to where the jungle began. The mountains east of them had taken on a more jagged look, and it was with some interest that Merrick realized they were not actually that far from the gorge where the mana mine was. For a moment he was tempted to take a detour to the mine, but ultimately he decided against it. The mountains were full of scaled beasts, and had he been alone he might have taken the risk, but as it was, he thought it better to continue on their current path.

Emboldened by seeing the end of the swamp, Maro was quite excited to keep pressing forward, but as they forded the river, Sellie reported some bad news. “It looks like we have a large group of scaled beasts heading this direction,” she said, pointing up at the mountains nearby. Looking in the direction she was pointing, Merrick couldn’t see a thing. He had grown so used to the discordant noise of the scaled beasts in the song of the world that he could no longer tell whether it was getting softer or louder, but he didn’t doubt her words.

“It looks like maybe fifty or so of the wolf beasts, and there’s a big one with them as well,” she said, her face slightly pale. “It’s about three times the size of the others and has a couple extra limbs on its back.”

“Just what we need,” Maro said. “How quickly are they coming?”

“Quickly. I’d guess, if we move full speed, they’ll catch up to us in about an hour,” Sellie said, still gazing at the mountain.

“Let’s make our stand here then,” Merrick replied. “We’ll fight with the river at our backs, or kill them as they try to cross over, depending on which way they come.”

“They’ll be on this side of the river,” Sellie replied.

“All right, then let’s find a spot we can defend.”

Locating a small copse of trees on a knoll that overlooked the river, Merrick and Maro worked to throw together some quick defenses. Largely, that consisted of Maro knocking down trees and using them to form rough barriers that would force the scaled beasts up one side of the knoll, narrowing the area from which they could attack. At the same time, Merrick worked to steepen the side that butted up against the river to make it harder for the enemy to use the river to get around behind them. He was just scraping some of the dirt away when he heard Sellie’s voice from their makeshift fort.

“They’re coming.”

Taking a deep breath, Merrick brushed off his hands and scrambled up the bank, climbing over the heavy log walls Maro had thrown together. Taking his place next to his large friend, he looked out over the bank of the river and saw the scaled beasts sweeping toward them. The large one Sellie had identified was impossible to miss, standing head and shoulders above the others. It looked like a larger version of the wolf-like scaled beast and boasted four extra limbs that extended from its back, each ending in a razor-sharp pair of claws. Its head was split in three sections that opened to reveal a large mouth filled with sharp teeth.

Merrick lifted his rifle, steadying it against the logs. The scaled beasts were still about a thousand feet out, just outside the range of his weapon, and he let out his breath slowly as he waited for them to come closer. With a loud wail, the large scaled beast slowed to a stop but the others charged forward, leaving Merrick slightly puzzled. The massive creature lingered around 900 feet away, maintaining its position on the periphery of his effective range, and as the other creatures raced forward, Merrick suddenly realized what was going on. The scaled beast knew he had a rifle, or maybe had fought others with mana rifles before. Not only that, but it was smart enough to know the rough range of the weapons as well and was planning on sacrificing its lesser brethren to keep him occupied.

Taking a deep breath, Merrick fired, aiming at one of the scaled beasts in the front. His shot flew true, melting the head of one of the creatures as the beam cut through the air. The other scaled beasts let out angry howls but didn’t stop, instead continuing to bound toward the fort. As the seconds ticked by, they came closer and closer, and Merrick estimated he would have two more shots before they arrived at the wall.

Behind him, Sellie lifted her bow, and just before Merrick fired again, she loosed her first arrow. As it sprouted from the eye of one of the beasts, sending it tumbling to the ground, Merrick shifted the barrel of his rifle and fired, the loud crack cutting off one of the monster’s howls. Next to him, he could feel mana swelling around Maro’s fists as the large spirit warrior got ready for the mad fight about to come.

In the time it took him to recharge his rifle, Sellie fired a dozen arrows, each flying true, managing to take down nine more beasts. With the monsters barely fifty feet away, Merrick fired off his third rifle shot and then tossed his rifle to the ground, drawing both pistols and triggering them as well. Three more of the monsters fell to the ground and then they were upon them, a wave of scaled flesh and razor-sharp teeth lunging over the rough barricade.

Thrusting his pistols back into their holsters, Merrick drew his spears and went to work. He caught the first scaled beast with an upward stab, lifting it clean over his head and flinging it off the edge of the bank behind him. He barely registered the splash as he spun, the tip of his other spear drawing a silver line through the belly of another scaled beast, spilling fresh blood across the logs in front of him. Maro was lashing out right and left, his fists sending shockwaves through the air as he blasted the charging monsters aside.

Sellie had continued her barrage, and arrow after arrow caused charging scaled beasts to fall to the ground. The enemy came relentlessly, but Merrick and Maro stood side by side, forming an impenetrable barrier. Within five minutes, almost half of the monsters were already dead, yet still they pressed forward, seeking to overwhelm Merrick and the others with sheer weight of numbers.

Hearing a loud howl in the distance, Merrick dodged a raking claw and lopped the head from one of the scaled beasts, at the same time looking out over its back. There he saw the giant scaled beast beginning to race toward them.

“Maro, can you handle this?” Merrick yelled, beginning to fall back to where his rifle lay.

“No problem,” Maro roared, the glow around him intensifying. With a loud bellow, he stepped forward, stretching his arms wide and then bringing them together in a loud clap.

A shockwave in the air forced the charging scaled beast to falter. Merrick stabbed his spears into the ground on either side of him, picked up his rifle, and drew a bead on the massive scaled beast thundering toward them. He couldn’t immediately see the creature’s weakness, so he waited, knowing that every moment he hesitated meant he was less likely to get off three shots before the creature arrived. Trusting that he’d be able to finish the job with his pistols, Merrick could feel the deep tension in his chest building.

Then he saw it. Like all scaled beasts, the monster was covered in thick pieces of natural armor. Yet as it ran, he noticed that at the tip of each of the three sections of its mouth were gaps, the creature’s eyes. Because of the way it held its mouth open as it ran, its eyes were largely protected, but in order to see where it was going it would occasionally shift its head from side to side. Doing so revealed gaps in the armor around its neck, and it was there Merrick aimed.

Trying to time his shot correctly, he pressed his finger against the manastone, and with a crack, his rifle trembled. Yet as soon as he fired, he knew he had missed. Sure enough, the shot ripped through the scales just to the side of that gap, tearing a bleeding gash along the monster’s chest. The beast let out a furious howl, enraged by the wound, and redoubled its speed.

Still, Merrick didn’t panic, instead correcting for his previous error. He had underestimated the brief moment of delay between pressing the manastone and unleashing the shot, and in that split second the gap he had targeted had closed as the monster’s bulk moved slightly. Counting carefully, Merrick kept his rifle up, leaving the defense to Maro and Sellie.

As the massive scaled beast came within a hundred feet, his rifle finally recharged. Still, he held one second, two seconds, three seconds, and then without any hesitation pressed his thumb on the mana gem. The beam tore through the air dangerously close to Maro’s head as he pummeled one of the attacking scaled beasts into a pulp. It drew a blazing line from the tip of Merrick’s gun straight to the charging monster.

At the last moment, the creature shifted its head slightly to look forward and the scales on its neck peeled back for a brief moment. The beam tore into the monster’s body, and this time it wailed, pain lacing its voice. The shot had flown true, yet it still wasn’t enough to take the creature down, and as Merrick discarded his rifle and drew his pistols, the creature stumbled forward, much of its momentum stolen by Merrick’s shot. The scaled beasts that had been in front of it scattered. An unlucky one found itself unable to get out of the way and was swiftly crushed.

Realizing the monster was going to try and run him over, Maro let out a loud shout and grabbed one of the fallen trees that lay beside him, funneling the enemy straight toward him. Picking it up, he took two quick steps forward and thrust the splintered end of the tree trunk out, using it as a makeshift spear. Its mouth open, the massive creature couldn’t see what Maro was doing and didn’t bother to dodge, only to find its forward momentum halting as a tree trunk stabbed straight into its mouth. The impact knocked Maro from his feet, but he rolled over and leapt up, letting out a loud shout as he charged forward to do battle.

Merrick stepped forward as well, his pistols trained on the monster. There was a gaping hole in its neck where the beam from his rifle had melted away some of its scales, and it was into this he fired, first with one pistol and then the other, the two beams wreaking havoc on its insides. As much as he wanted to help Maro more, the last dozen of the smaller scaled beasts were charging back into the fray. Merrick holstered his pistols, picked up his spears, and went to work.
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Undaunted by the size of the creature he faced, Maro slammed his fists into the side of the monster’s head, crushing scales with each blow. He was relentless, completely ignoring everything else around him as he rained punch after punch down on the monster. With its mouth full of tree trunk and its insides badly wounded, the massive scaled beast could hardly retaliate, and by the time Merrick and Sellie had finished off the other scaled beasts, Maro was standing over a bloody corpse, gasping.

The entire side of the monster’s face had been caved in, its skull crushed under his fists. Yet still, Merrick could sense it was alive, and already he could see faint signs of its wounds healing. Drawing his pistol, Merrick walked over and located the creature’s brain. There was a sharp crack, and the beam from the pistol burned through its smashed skull and into its brain, killing it for good. Covered in blood, Maro grinned, his teeth bright.

“Tough bugger,” he said, kicking the body of the monster. “I really need to learn how to use those pistols of yours.”

Feeling Emerald stirring from his wrist, Merrick saw her lift her head and stare down at the scaled beast.

“Can I eat that?” she asked.

Without waiting for him to reply, she unwrapped her tail from his wrist and floated down through the air to begin rapidly consuming the scaled beast’s corpse. At first, Merrick was slightly concerned, as he knew scaled beast’s meat was poisonous, but then he remembered the celestial snake poison Emerald carried and realized it probably didn’t register for her.

Emerald ate everything—flesh, scales, bone—and within less than a minute the massive monster Maro had worked so hard to kill was gone, leaving nothing but bloody mud where it had fallen. Wiggling slightly, Emerald, who was still tiny, looked around, her eyes gleaming at the sight of dozens of other corpses. She looked over at Merrick, who shrugged.

“Go ahead,” he said, and she took off.

As she rapidly cleaned up the battlefield, Merrick, Maro, and Sellie jumped into the river, washing off the blood and grime from their bodies. The water was cool and refreshing, having come from the mountain and not yet entered the swamp. As much as Merrick was enjoying himself, however, he wanted to keep going. So after Emerald had finished eating all the corpses, they took off once more. There was still close to a day and a half of travel before they would reach the edge of the swamp, and around midday Merrick called for a halt, his eyes narrowing as he turned to stare back at the swamp.

“Something the matter?” Sellie asked, turning to gaze in the direction he was looking.

“I think Kathov is catching up,” he said, his brow furrowing. “Give me one second.”

Sitting down on the ground, he closed his eyes and quickly fell into a meditative trance, immersing himself in the song of the world. It took him a moment to find it, but eventually he did. The tense melody of Kathov’s hunt. Kathov was still alive. How he had survived the poison and the giant crocodile, Merrick wasn’t sure, but leaving his enemy to come after him was dangerous. Opening his eyes, Merrick slowly stood to his feet, brushing off his pants as he thought about how to handle the situation.

“Kathov is still alive,” he said, “and he’s still chasing me. I’d like to ambush him again, but not with everybody. He doesn’t know I’ve got a mana rifle, so I’m confident I’ll be able to land at least one shot. I’d like the two of you to go on ahead and I’ll catch up.”

From the glance Maro and Sellie exchanged, Merrick could tell that neither of them liked the idea. Before they could protest, however, he held up his hand and explained his reasoning.

“As an emissary of Snake, my ability to hide is second to none, and there’s no way either of you could outrun me, so I’ll be able to catch up. Rather than draw this out any further, I think it’s a better idea to just end it. The alternative is that he catches up to us before we reach the jungle, which means we’re going to have to fight him out in the open plain. I think ambushing him here is a much better choice.”

“As much as I hate to admit it, I think you’re right,” Sellie said, shaking her head. “I just hate the fact that we can’t be of help.”

“Just promise me you’ll run if things don’t go well,” Maro said, patting Merrick on the shoulder.

“You have my word,” Merrick replied.

“We’re going north, and we’ll keep heading north until we hit the jungle,” Maro said, pointing into the distance. “Catch up as soon as you can.”

With that, Maro and Sellie took off, leaving Merrick to watch them go. There was something frightening about seeing them disappear toward the wide grasslands in the distance, but Merrick knew he didn’t have time to indulge in such feelings. Resolutely, he turned back to the task at hand.

Pushing aside the dread that seized him, he turned and fixed his gaze on the swamp. Kathov, like all Emmerich, was relentless and would not stop in his hunt until he was dead. Merrick aimed to help speed along that process. As he headed back into the swamp, he thought through everything he knew about the Emmerich, trying to find something he could use to his advantage.

Rather than stay on the periphery, Merrick headed back into the swamp, trusting that he could move just as fast as Kathov, maybe even faster. Out on the open plain that wouldn’t be the case, as the lizardman’s longer legs would allow him to run faster than Merrick ever could. In the swamp, where footing was tricky, however, Merrick’s skills would come in handy.

He was passing through a small stand of mango trees when he suddenly caught a whiff of a particular scent. Normally he would have completely ignored it, but the smell triggered a clear memory, causing him to freeze in place as a scene from the Warrior’s memories played through his head. Crouching, he looked around until he spotted a few scales that had been rubbed off on one of the gnarled roots of the trees. With careful fingers, he picked one of them up and examined it. Hydra scales, and they were fresh.

In the memory he had witnessed, the Warrior had been on the run, chased by packs of scaled beasts. Inadvertently, he had stumbled into a hydra nest and nearly lost his life in the ensuing brawl. Hydras were a sort of lizard that possessed a tremendous ability to heal. The older they got, the more heads they grew, and combined with their absurd natural regeneration, they made terrifying enemies.

Carefully erasing his presence as best he could, Merrick began to look around, trying to find any clue that would point the way toward the hydra’s nest. Like a ghost, he passed through the mangrove forest, finding bits and pieces of scales every once in a while as he followed the distinct scent. A few hours later, he spotted it, a large mangrove cluster that had been mostly hollowed out. The trees formed a thick circle, with empty water in the middle.

Merrick, carefully and quietly, climbed into the outer ring of trees, picking one of the taller ones, from which he had a good vantage point, and settled down to wait. He had left his pack down below, taking only the things he couldn’t bear to abandon, just in case he didn’t have time to grab his pack later when he ran. The water in the middle of the mangroves was calm, almost glassy, and Merrick remained where he was, staying as still as possible as he waited.

Soon night came, and then a morning after it. Still, Merrick waited, remaining still, his eyes closed as if he were asleep. About midday, he sensed a shift in the song of the world and slowly opened his eyes. Kathov approached. Twenty minutes later, Merrick caught sight of him, a faint flicker of movement from among some bushes. Despite his size, the lizard was excellent at hiding, and as he crept forward Merrick only occasionally caught a glimpse of him. In truth, he had no idea if this ambush would actually work, and he was prepared to run for his life if it didn’t, but he also knew this was a better option than letting Kathov find them on the Great Plains.

Closing his eyes, Merrick centered himself and slowly reached up to caress his rifle. He had set it in place the night before, using the fork of a branch next to his to steady it. The main issue was that as soon as he aimed and got ready to fire, Kathov would likely sense him. One of the things that made the Emmerich such accomplished hunters was their highly tuned sixth sense, which warned them of incoming danger. Merrick had seen it firsthand a dozen times during the frenzied fight between him, Kathov, and Maro, and now he was worried that by focusing on Kathov unduly, he might scare him away.

He watched from the corner of his eyes as Kathov continued to creep forward through the mangroves until eventually he reached the edge of the calm pond. He was in terrible shape, and the arm that Emerald had bitten was missing at his shoulder. He also lacked any weapons, but that wouldn’t stop him from taking Merrick apart with his remaining claw. Merrick was on the other side, and as Kathov paused to consider which direction to move, Merrick let out his breath slowly and fired.

The rifle twitched in his hand as a loud cracking sound echoed through the air. Multiple things seemed to happen all at once. The rifle sent a beam of pure energy across the calm surface of the water, catching Kathov off guard. Merrick hadn’t aimed at the lizardman but instead had targeted the roots of the mangrove where Kathov stood. The destructive beam ripped through the roots, destroying Kathov’s footing and causing him to lurch off balance.

Two more reports followed a moment later as Merrick fired both of his pistols. There was only thirty feet between them, and still Kathov managed to avoid being struck in any fatal areas. Rather than aiming at Kathov’s head, Merrick had fired both shots at his body, targeting Kathov’s heart and the center of his chest. Wrenching his body to the side at the last possible moment, the beams tore through Kathov’s scales and carved chunks out of his flesh, ripping off part of Kathov’s side.

As soon as the pistol shots went off, Merrick was moving, securing his pistols and seizing his rifle as he rushed down from his hiding place. With one smooth motion, he grabbed his bag and began to sprint, running for his life. Behind him, Kathov, unable to maintain his footing, slipped and fell into the water with a splash.

At first nothing happened as the lizardman weakly struggled to grab onto the roots. Merrick didn’t look back as he practically flew through the mangroves, trying to gain as much distance as he possibly could. Behind him, a large bubble rose from the center of the calm water, and then another, and another. There was a loud roar, and water exploded everywhere as a massive creature with three serpentine heads erupted from the once-calm surface.

Hydra made their nests underwater, using the roots of a large clump of mangroves to form a barrier around them. Any creature who lived in the swamp knew better than to disturb a hydra in its nest, and now Kathov, wounded by Merrick’s shots, found himself facing down a furious monster almost a hundred times his size.

Merrick didn’t pause even for a moment, and when Emerald lifted her head and let out an angry hiss, clearly unhappy with the hydra’s loud roars, Merrick reached down and grabbed her tightly.

“We’ve got to go,” he said as he leapt across a gap in the root system, his feet finding secure footing on the other side.

“He just said he’s the best, but he’s not the best. I’m much better than him,” Emerald hissed. “Emissary, you need to go and teach him a lesson.”

“Nope, I think it would be better if we just left,” Merrick said, not slowing in the slightest.

“Hey, why are we running this way? This is the wrong direction,” Emerald yelled. “Turn around and fight him.”

“Maybe another time,” Merrick replied as the sound of trees being smashed echoed over the swamp. “Why don’t we go find our friends instead?”

With an angry snort, Emerald wiggled out of Merrick’s grasp and flew into the air. Glancing at her from the corner of his eye, Merrick shrugged and continued on his way.

“Hey, come back, where are you going?” Hearing her voice starting to fade, Merrick didn’t answer, completely focused on getting as far away from the rampaging hydra as possible.

There was a swish in the air by his head and Emerald quickly caught up, landing on his shoulder and wrapping her tail around his neck. Slightly surprised, he realized she had grown, though only a few inches.

“I can’t believe you’re so cowardly,” she said, butting her head against his cheek.

“Can you beat a hydra?” he asked.

There was a long silence, and then she shook her head back and forth.

“No, but that’s not the point. You’re my emissary. You are supposed to fight for me!”

“I’ll tell you what, once I have even a chance of surviving a fight against a hydra, I’ll come back and you can tell it about how awesome you are. If it protests, we’ll beat it up. That way you can get what you want and we won’t have to die.”

That seemed to satisfy Emerald, because she stuck her tongue out happily.

“It would be better to go beat it up now, but you are rather weak, so I guess it makes sense.”

Biting his tongue, Merrick continued to run, passing through the swamp quickly now that he wasn’t on the hunt for a good ambush spot. As he ran, he reviewed what had just happened. His plan had been simple. Kill Kathov and drop his body in the middle of the hydra’s nest. Unfortunately, he had stumbled at the first step and Kathov had definitely been alive, even after Merrick’s three shots.

The last look Merrick had gotten of Kathov had shown that the Emmerich was grievously wounded, but Merrick knew better than to count a warrior of his caliber out until he confirmed the lifeless corpse himself. As Merrick ran, he slowly immersed himself in the song of the world, reading its tones and letting it flow through him. His pace picked up as the song flowed into his body, smoothing his movements and empowering his Land Strider skill.
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No longer did Merrick have to seek the path. Instead, the path simply came to him, meeting his feet as he sprinted through the underbrush and danced along mangrove roots. The water of the swamp hardly touched him, and before he knew it the land had changed. The earth firming, the stagnant water was left behind, dirt and mud replaced with thick grass that stretched into the distance. To his right were tall, sharp peaks, and to his left more swamp, but ahead of him was what seemed like an endless, rolling plain that extended to meet the sky, promising absolute freedom.

Merrick didn’t pause, and as his feet found the grass he accelerated again. Wind whipped across the plain, blowing the knee-high grass as it traced swirls across the green expanse. Breathing in the fresh air, Merrick could feel his spirits lifting. Even if he hadn’t managed to kill Kathov, it was unlikely that the Emmerich would have the ability to come after him any time soon, and even if he did recover and decide to resume the hunt, Merrick would be stronger and even better equipped to end the fight once and for all.

On and on Merrick ran, his Land Strider skill carrying him at a consistent speed as he headed toward the north. Though the distances were vast, he was confident he would catch up with Maro and Sellie within the next day, and sure enough, as the morning sun spilled its rays across the great plain, dying the tall grass in liquid gold, Merrick saw them. He had run all night, and though exhaustion had started to creep in, he had been able to maintain the same pace the entire time.

Sellie spotted him a few minutes later and must have told Maro, because his large friend turned around and waved wildly. When he arrived where they stood, Sellie launched herself toward him, and for a moment Merrick thought he might get punched again. As he flinched, he felt her arms wrap around his chest. He was still slowing down from his run, and slamming into her sent him tumbling from his feet. She didn’t seem to care and simply gripped him tightly as they fell to the grass and rolled over and over, coming to a stop at Maro’s feet. He towered over them, a silly grin on his face, as Merrick, who had ended up on his back, looked up with a dazed expression.

“I take it you were successful,” Maro said. “Otherwise, I assume we’d see a lizardman chasing after you.”

Trying to pry himself loose from Sellie’s grip, Merrick found he couldn’t, and with a resigned sigh he reached his hand up toward Maro, who laughed, grabbed his hand, and picked both Merrick and Sellie up without any trouble. Once they were back on their feet, Sellie abruptly let go of Merrick and pushed him away.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” she said, her voice curt, and then turned away from him, straightening her somewhat disheveled appearance before turning back around.

“What happened?” she said. “We didn’t expect to see you for at least another day.”

“I found a good ambush spot,” Merrick replied as the three of them began walking to the north, continuing on the path Maro and Sellie had originally been taking. “There was a monster in the swamp called a hydra, nasty bugger, as Maro would say, and really territorial. I lured Kathov to the hydra’s nest, wounded him badly, and dropped him in the middle of it, and then I ran.”

Noticing the hole in Merrick’s story, Sellie’s eyes narrowed.

“He’s not dead?”

“Couldn’t confirm the body,” Merrick said with a frustrated look. “I tore most of his side off, so I know he’s grievously wounded, but I wouldn’t count him out. Emmerich have pretty robust regenerative abilities—they are lizards, after all. My hope is he’ll end up in the hydra’s stomach.”

“Can’t you tell if he’s still a threat?” Maro asked, “I mean through the song. That’s how you were figuring out when he was coming after you before, right?”

Freezing mid-stride, Merrick saw Sellie and Maro turn and look at him.

“I didn’t think of that,” he admitted. “I got so caught up in running that I forgot that I could use the song to confirm whether he was alive or not.”

“We should do that now,” Sellie said seriously. “We’ve been walking and running without stopping since we left you, and we both really need to rest. He won’t, of course, if he’s still on the hunt, but it’d be nice to know if you managed to slow him down at least, because I could really use some sleep.”

It was only then that Merrick noticed the signs of exhaustion on both of his friend’s faces. He felt his heart spasm as he realized the toll their mad rush through the swamp and the grasslands had taken on them. Sellie must have noticed something in his expression, because she reached out to touch his arm lightly.

“You don’t have to blame yourself for it, Merrick. Maro and I could have left you when we knew you were going to be hunted, but we didn’t. We’re here because we want to be here, so don’t go getting all soft on us.”

“Thanks,” Merrick said. “To both of you. I can’t imagine how much harder this would be if I had to do it alone.”

Taking a seat in the tall green grass, Merrick began to meditate. Every time he entered a new environment, he was stunned at how unique the song of the world was. In the swamp it had sung of water, trees, the creeping of moss, and the slow, steady decay of life. Here in the plains, he could feel the grass twisting in the wind, singing of freedom, of limitless possibilities.

It took him a few moments to get used to the new song, and slowly, layer by layer, he peeled it back, searching for the haunting melody of the hunt. It took him a considerable amount of time to find it, and when he did it was so weak he could barely pick out its notes. Though it was a clear confirmation that Kathov was still alive, a testament to just how resilient the hunter was, it was equally clear that Kathov wouldn’t be coming after him any time soon. The discordant sounds of the scaled beasts were also entirely absent, and with a relieved sigh he opened his eyes, smiling at Sellie and Mero.

“He’s out of commission,” Merrick said, “and I’m not sensing any danger.”

“Oh, praise Bear,” Maro rumbled, collapsing to his butt and then flopping over backward, spreading his arms wide in the grass. “I feel like we’ve been in nothing but danger ever since we left the World Guard camp.”

“Well, we should be in the clear,” Merrick said. Before he even finished speaking, a loud snoring sound echoed from Maro and he realized his friend had already fallen asleep.

Sellie took a seat beside Merrick and glanced ruefully at Maro.

“You know, sometimes I wish I could sleep like that.”

“Must be his blessing from Bear,” Merrick said, his lips twitching into a smile.

Noticing that Sellie was blinking her eyes with exhaustion, Merrick reached out and slipped his arm around her shoulder, letting her rest her head against him. She mumbled something, but he didn’t quite catch it, and then she too was asleep. Though Merrick was tired, he wasn’t nearly so tired as to need to fall asleep, but as he reflected on the mad rush over the last few days he realized that his friends had been going at a pace completely unsustainable for any normal spirit warrior. He wasn’t quite sure what it was that gave him as much energy as he had, though he suspected it was the depth of his connection with the song of the world.

As he sat in the middle of a sea of green grass with an endless blue sky spread overhead and his friends sleeping next to him, Merrick found his mind relaxing. For the first time since he had seen the first quest, he began to seriously consider everything that was going on. The first and most important thing on his mind was something Maro had said. He was changing. At first he had assumed it was simply his increase in skills, the way his blessings were stacking, but that clearly wasn’t the extent of it.

The Warrior’s memories, once so foreign to him, had begun to influence him. Slowly but surely, they were becoming his memories, and as they became his memories, his view of the world changed. He made decisions more smoothly, second-guessed himself less, and carried a ruthlessness, both with himself and his companions, that took him by surprise.

He couldn’t deny the effectiveness of this new perspective, but he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t unsettled. After all, he had no say in the matter. At the same time, it didn’t feel as if another person was intruding into his mind, reshaping his personality or taking him over. As Maro had rightly pointed out, it wasn’t as if he was possessed. Or if he was, he was simply possessed with a more experienced, more mature version of himself.

He could feel the two different versions of him. The naive, young spirit warrior who had only passed his coming-of-age ceremony a year ago, and the hard-bitten, experienced spirit warrior who had seen his world burn and every member of his race extinguished in the flames of war. Merrick, as he was now, was becoming someone in the middle.

After all, he knew he hadn’t actually experienced any of the suffering in the Warrior’s memory, and yet he benefited from the Warrior’s experience of it, and the wisdom he gained. Looking back on it, it seemed that it was only after Merrick started improving his connection with the song of the world that the two personalities had begun to merge.

And he had a suspicion that if he continued to expend his minor blessings to strengthen his connection to the song, he would soon find himself a complete mix of the two different Merricks, transformed into a third Merrick, one able to tackle the challenge set before him.

And a challenge it was. The amount of new information Merrick was learning was enough to shatter his world view a thousand times over, and yet he was able to accept it as if it was the most common thing in the world. He had never heard any indication that there had once been a great unified empire in this world, but considering Elder Three’s declaration that it had been almost 10,000 years ago that the Empire fell, he thought that made sense.

After all, the Teresk rarely wrote things down, and most stories were passed through oral tradition. That didn’t mean they couldn’t write, of course, but those writings were kept for the shaman and the elders. Warriors and hunters paid no attention to them, as there was little use for writing in their everyday lives. His acceptance of the strange quest he had been sent on was undoubtedly the Warrior’s doing, and given what Snake had said before she vanished, Merrick had a good idea of what was going on. She had said that he knew everything he needed to, he just hadn’t remembered it yet. Which meant it was likely that the spirits and the Warrior had planned this meticulously.

It was still speculation, but if he had to guess, Merrick thought that the goal of gathering all five Great Spirits into one by creating a unified emissary was their attempt to open the sealed palace of the Teresk empire and gain access to whatever lay inside, in the hope that it might assist against the various forces invading this world. Merrick was under no illusions that getting rid of the scaled beasts would be enough. The Emmerich had rid themselves of the scaled beasts and had still ended up slaves of the Empire in all but name, forced to complete their ceremonial hunts on alien worlds as they helped the Empire expand its influence.

Based on the way Snake had spoken, Merrick was also sure she had known the future as well, and if the Warrior could send his memories back to the past, then it was likely the spirits could too. Which meant that with every spirit he met, he would come closer to understanding the truth. The mad rush through the swamp had yielded a good number of experience points for Merrick, thanks in large part to the two warrior-level scaled beasts he had killed, but to level up would require over 120 more experience points. And every level after that would undoubtedly require even more experience points, taking exponentially longer, which meant that his next level up would require considerable thought and foresight.

Opening up his status, he looked glumly at his lack of blessings and skill points. The only saving grace was that the quest rewards for finding the various Great Spirits included major blessings, allowing him to chain them together to unlock the other Great Spirits. That meant in two levels, when he gained another major blessing, he’d likely be able to spend it on unlocking more skills instead of unlocking a new skill tree. Lost in thought about all that the future held, Merrick passed most of the day in the same place, with Sellie sleeping on his shoulder and Maro causing the grass around him to shake wildly as he snored.

As the sun slipped below the horizon in the west, Sellie stirred, blinking her eyes and smiling softly when she caught sight of Merrick. Reaching up as if she was going to touch his face, she suddenly realized what she was doing and her eyes went wide. She jumped to her feet, taking a few quick breaths as Merrick regarded her curiously. There was a red spot on her cheek where it had been pressed against him, and as he lifted his hand to point at it, Sellie covered her face and turned around.

“Boys aren’t supposed to look at girls until they’ve washed their faces,” she said, her hands muffled by her palms.

Chuckling, Merrick got up and grabbed his waterskin, holding it out over her shoulder so it was in front of her.

“You’re pretty either way,” he said. “You don’t have to worry about it.”

For a long moment, Sellie didn’t take the waterskin, so he jiggled it to make sure she knew it was there. After a moment, she reached out to take it, and Merrick turned around to find Maro sitting up, scratching his head.

“Why’s it dark all of a sudden?” he said, looking around.

“You slept through the entirety of the day.”

“Well, I feel like I could sleep some more,” Maro said. “If my stomach would stop rumbling, that is.”
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“Speaking of eating, I’m just about out of food,” Merrick replied. “We’re gonna have to find some game soon.”

Rooting around in his pack, Maro pulled out the last of his jerked meat and began gnawing on it, alternately chewing and taking swigs from his waterskin. Sellie volunteered to take first watch, and Merrick, grateful for the opportunity to sleep, lay down, resting his head on his arms. During his time trapped in the manastone mine he had learned to get by simply by meditating, but that didn’t do much for the mental exhaustion he currently felt, so he caught a couple hours of sleep, just enough to rest his mind.

When his eyes snapped open it was about two in the morning, so he sent Sellie to bed and kept watch until six when the sun came up. Splitting what little food they had between them, the three warriors began walking north, keeping up a swift pace without hurrying. They didn’t see any animals, though Merrick could sense there was plenty of life in the Great Plains, but despite there being nothing to hunt they were in high spirits. They spent another night on the Great Plains and the next day saw the green band of the jungle filling the horizon.

Between them and the jungle was a large river, where they stopped to see if they could catch some fish. The river didn’t flow very fast, but it was filled with deep pools where large fish swam lazily. Taking the spear he had been carrying off of his pack, Maro went to try his hand at spearfishing with Merrick, while Sellie stood in the shallows with her bow. The fish, which had clearly never been hunted before, seemed quite curious about the newcomers, and within a matter of an hour they had six fat fish roasting over a fire. The smell of roasting meat woke Emerald up, but when she stared at Merrick with a hopeful expression, he shook his head and pointed at the river.

“There’s plenty in there,” he said. “Go help yourself.”

Flicking her tongue disdainfully at him, Emerald took off, slipping into the river without causing a ripple. Every once in a while Merrick would glance toward the river and see roiling water that would settle down a moment later, a sign that Emerald was eating her fill. Soon the fish was finished cooking, and they began to eat, rapidly devouring everything but the bones and skin.

“Delicious,” Merrick said, his mouth full of fish. “Should we catch some more to take with us?”

“We don’t really have a good way to keep it fresh,” Merrick said, shaking his head. “We’ll just try and catch some more for breakfast tomorrow.”

The next morning, however, when they went to the pools where the fish had been the day before, they found the river empty, not a fish in sight. Shooting a glare at Emerald, who was wrapped serenely around his wrist, Merrick sighed and looked upstream.

“Let’s head east,” he said. “There should be a spot where we can cross the river, and my guess is the fish up there won’t have been disturbed.”

After traveling for about three miles, they finally found another deep pool with a few fat fish in it and Merrick swiftly speared them all, tossing them up onto the shore for Sellie to prepare while Maro started a fire. They kept a calm pace, continuing east along the river until it split, one branch heading northeast into the jungle and another heading southeast into the mountains.

They crossed the river by swimming and then continued to follow the northeastern branch, slowly curving further north until they reached the edge of the jungle. There they camped for the night as they made a plan for moving forward. They could follow the river into the jungle, and then in the distance Merrick pointed out a tall mountain with a few smaller peaks beside it that rose high into the air.

“Beyond that mountain is a lake,” Merrick said, “and northeast from that is where Jaguar’s temple is. We lucked out meeting Teresk who knew where the temple was in the desert, but there’s no guarantee that that’ll happen again, and don’t worry, I remember my promise. This time I’ll take you all to the temple with me.”

“You better,” Sellie said in a joking tone. “Otherwise, I’m gonna tie myself to you and never let you out of my sight.”

“I mean, aren’t you gonna do that anyways?” Maro asked with a wide grin.

Blushing slightly, Sellie flicked a fishbone at him, stabbing him in the cheek.

“Ow, hey, no fair,” he said.

Watching the two of them squabble, Merrick grinned. Traveling with his friends was much better than traveling alone. Though he had to admit, there was part of him that missed the company of Joseph. Maro and Sellie were undoubtedly his best friends, but there were certain things they simply didn’t understand, as their view of the world was still rather narrow.

As they bickered, Merrick continued to study the map, shifting the view this way and that as he looked over the three-dimensional model that appeared on his tablet. It looked as if the river they were on went all the way to the lake, which would be a good option for orienting themselves. Once at the lake, they could continue through the jungle itself to head toward the temple.

Merrick closed the map and looked up, his gaze taking in the dark trees that loomed in the distance. Just as when he had been faced with the desert, Merrick found himself completely calm. He had never been in the jungle before, yet he was intimately familiar with every one of its dangers and was completely confident in his ability to navigate through it.

“Hey, Merrick.”

Hearing Maro call out to him, Merrick turned to look at his friend.

“What?”

“How much of a rush are we in?”

Thinking it over for a moment, Merrick shrugged.

“Not that much of a rush. Why?”

“Well, I was thinking. I’ve been watching you use your spears, and I was wondering if you’d want to do some sparring. I feel like you have a way of moving that makes a lot of sense, but I’ve been thinking about how to do it and I can’t figure it out for myself.”

It took a moment for Merrick to understand exactly what Maro was referencing, and seeing his confusion, Maro tried to explain better.

“It’s your feet. You don’t move the way I expect you to move, but somehow your positioning is always correct.”

Realizing that Maro was referencing the Warrior’s footwork he naturally used, Merrick nodded.

“Sure,” he said. “I could teach you.”

“Can you teach me too?” Sellie asked, her eyes bright.

About to agree, Merrick’s vision suddenly flashed and he saw another memory. A female Teresk running alongside the Warrior, wielding a bow. She clearly wasn’t Sellie, but as Merrick watched she plunged into the midst of a group of scaled beasts, dancing through them without ever once being touched, her bow string humming as she loosed arrow after arrow. This was the first time Merrick had ever seen a bow used at close range, and the exquisite grace of it took his breath away. As the memory ended, Merrick realized he had been staring at Sellie with his mouth open for almost a minute and she was giving him quite a strange look. Slowly closing his mouth, he swallowed and then nodded.

“I can teach you, sure, but I might have some other footwork that would suit you better and that would potentially let you fight in close quarters with your bow.”

“Is that even possible?” Sellie asked. “How would you⁠—”

Standing, she picked up her bow and began moving this way and that, miming the act of drawing her bow to release the arrows.

“The two use the same base footwork,” Merrick said, standing up and walking over to her. “Come on, I’ll show both of you at the same time.”

For the rest of that night, until the moon was high overhead and then for the majority of the next day, Merrick taught his friends. Sellie took to the footwork as if it was made for her and was soon proficient enough that Merrick suspected she’d be able to use it in combat. Maro was another matter, and even after a full day of training still found his steps growing muddled.

Rather than continuing to push him, as Maro was growing quite frustrated, Merrick did something he had never done before. He sat down, closed his eyes, and went looking through his memories proactively. Almost immediately, he found exactly what he was looking for. A massive Teresk, made of mostly metal, whose manatech body parts were fashioned after a bear. Though the giant Teresk’s face was badly scarred, Merrick immediately recognized Maro and felt his heart shudder as he imagined just how much suffering Maro must have gone through to end up in such a horrific state.

He didn’t dwell on it too long, however, and instead spent a few minutes studying the battle scenes the Warrior’s memory carried, watching how Maro moved across the battlefield. Where the Warrior’s steps were clean and efficient, maximizing every bit of power for the absolute peak of efficiency, and the archer’s steps were ethereal and full of grace, creating unpredictable patterns and complete freedom of movement, Maro’s footwork was packed with raw power, explosive and dynamic, causing the earth to tremble with every step. Once he felt like he had a good grasp of it, Merrick jumped up and called for Maro to come and join him.

“Practicing it again’s not going to help, Merrick. I’m just not good at this sort of thing,” Maro complained.

“You asked me to teach you, and I’m teaching you,” Merrick said. “Now come up here.”

“Fine.” Grumbling under his breath, Maro got to his feet and walked over.

“Okay, here’s another variation. See if this suits you better,” Merrick said.

Standing with his feet shoulder-width apart, Merrick drove power through his left leg, twisting his foot and striking the earth with his heel at the same time, launching himself forward. With a short, sharp step, he repeated the action, causing the ground where his foot landed to shiver. He took four explosive steps, covering nearly ten feet in a fraction of a second. Staring at him in shock, Maro pressed his foot against the ground and twisted it slightly.

“Like this?”

Seeing that he had gotten Maro’s attention, Merrick jogged over and corrected his friend’s foot position, walking him through the steps one at a time. Being surprisingly nervous, Maro tried the step and his body suddenly shot forward, his other foot slamming into the ground with such force that the earth around him jumped.

“Exactly. Just like that,” Merrick said. “You just have to be able to do it with both feet, and do it whenever your foot lands. Now, it’s not without its weaknesses, but they are weaknesses you can probably bear. In fact, all of these types of footwork have weaknesses. Well, except for mine.”

Rolling her eyes at him, Sellie suddenly took a step forward, her body shifting unpredictably and arriving in front of him in a moment. Reaching up, she poked him in the cheek, and when he went to grab her hand, she shifted away, stepping backward and yet somehow ending up behind him. Watching Merrick’s hand grab nothing but empty air, she giggled and retreated quickly as he spun around. Just then, the earth shook again and Maro, who had turned around and begun walking toward Merrick, let out a loud shout.

“I can’t stop!” he yelled as he came barreling down on Merrick, who had to dive out of the way to avoid being run over.

With thundering footsteps, Maro continued for another fifteen feet before finally managing to remember that all he had to do to stop was not execute the step. Sellie was laughing so hard she was doubled over as Merrick picked himself up from the grass.

“See if I ever teach you two anything again,” he said, grumbling with faux outrage.

The next morning, after another breakfast of roasted fish, Merrick led Maro and Sellie into the jungle. There were no paths and they were forced to pick their way through the thick underbrush, but Merrick moved swiftly, his feet naturally picking out the easiest paths to tread. As they went, he pointed out various plants, describing which ones were good for eating, which ones were poisonous, and which would cause terrible diarrhea. There were a surprising number of those. It wasn’t long before he paused at the foot of the tree, and using the tip of his spear, pushed aside the brush. There was a large paw print.

“Jaguar,” he said. “Looks like we’re in the right jungle, but keep an eye out. They like to hang out in the branches and leap down on unsuspecting prey.”

Just then, there was a hiss as Emerald uncoiled from Merrick’s wrist.

“I smell a stinky cat,” she said, her tongue flicking in and out of the air. “But don’t worry. As long as I’m protecting you, he won’t dare come anywhere near you.”

As if afraid her claim would be challenged, she crawled up Merrick’s arm to his head and curled up in his hair, turning her head this way and that and issuing warning hisses. Amused, Sellie watched her for a moment and then glanced up at the tall, dark trees. There wasn’t much light filtering through the thick canopy, so the entire jungle was filled with deep shadows, any one of which may have held some sort of poisonous insect or large predator.

“I don’t know why people live in environments like these,” she said. “Give me the mountains, where it’s much safer.”

“Well, it’s not really that much safer,” Maro replied. “I mean, different sorts of danger, but I’m pretty sure getting stuck in a rock snake nest will get you killed just as fast as walking around in a jaguar-infested jungle will.”

“Okay, fair point, but these places feel a lot more dangerous”

“Only because you live in a different dangerous environment,” Merrick said, smiling. “But don’t worry. Emerald says she’ll protect us.”

“Oh, in that case, we should be good to go,” Sellie replied, half laughing.

Emerald clearly agreed with Sellie’s assessment, because she turned her head and nodded as if confirming what Sellie said was true. They traced the edge of the river, traveling as swiftly as they could as they picked their way along the banks, occasionally being forced to cut into the jungle in order to make progress. It was much slower going than out on the plains, and the further they went the thicker the jungle became, until even Merrick was forced to slow down and cut apart the thick underbrush if he wanted to move forward.
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Just as when they had moved through the swamp, Merrick saw hardly any poisonous insects or the snakes he had expected to find. Occasionally, since they were near the river, they would come across some sort of frog or toad and Emerald would be gone from his head in a flash, pouncing on the creature before it knew what was going on. In every instance, as soon as her fangs pierced its skin the creature would stiffen and die, and she would try to drag it back up to perch on Merrick’s head so she could enjoy a leisurely meal.

Merrick, who had no desire to have his head covered in dead frog slime, resolutely told her she had to eat them on the ground before coming back up. It was quite odd having a Great Spirit in the form of a tiny snake grumbling under her breath in his head, but on reflection it was still better than getting frog guts in his hair.

As night fell, the scant light they had waned quickly and the deep shadows throughout the jungle transformed into pools of inky black, so dark that entering them made it almost impossible to see anything. Deciding there was no need to rush and worry about the many dangers the jungle held, Merrick called a halt after finding a small open area between some trees where they could camp. He made sure to stay off the game trails, not wanting to cause any issues for the animals that would use the trail to come and drink at night, and offered to take first watch in the hopes that he might be able to kill something for them to eat that wasn’t fish.

About three hours into his watch, he heard a rustle in the underbrush and saw a small herd of bush deer coming to the river to take a drink. Bush deer were skittish, known for fleeing at the first sign of danger and were about half the size of a regular deer, though a good bit plumper around the middle. Merrick, who was sitting absolutely still on a rock near where the others were sleeping, held himself motionless until the deer had had their fill. As they turned to go, his hand flashed, a movement startling the deer and causing them to jump and run. All but an elderly buck, scarred from years of life in the jungle. Merrick’s knife sank deep into a gap in his ribs, piercing his heart and bringing him down instantly.

A moment later, Merrick stood over him, saying a quiet prayer to the spirit of the deer, thanking it for the food it would provide. The small herd had other males, so he didn’t worry that they wouldn’t be able to continue growing. Leaving the knife buried in the wound, Merrick picked up the small deer and headed into the jungle, picking a spot a few hundred feet away to field dress it before carrying the best cut of meat wrapped in the deer skin back to camp.

The water that flowed through the jungle river wasn’t nearly as clean as it was out in the plains, but it was clean enough, and most importantly, it was cold. Wrapping the venison steaks he had cut tightly in the skin of the deer, he secured it at the edge of the river, completely submerged. This would keep it fresh until the following morning, when they would cook it.

Mentioning the meat to Sellie when she got up and asking her to keep an eye out just in case any crocodiles came cruising down the river looking for a snack, Merrick went to bed. When he awoke the next morning, there was a cheerful fire burning and the smell of venison cooking. They ate a hearty breakfast, and carrying the rest of the meat with them, continued up the jungle river.

On the second day, the land started to rise, and Merrick realized they were heading up the mountain. The river they were following curved, going around the mountain, where it was fed from a tributary that came off of a large lake. For four days they traveled up the river, moving at a steady pace and hunting as they went.

On the afternoon of the fourth day, Sellie was leading the way when she stopped and crouched down. In front of her was a small game trail, one of the many they had seen that butted up against the river to give animals an easier place to drink from. There, pressed into the mud, was a distinct boot print. Merrick, Sellie, and Msro all wore the thick-soled moccasins of the mountain-dwelling Teresk, or went barefoot if their moccasins were damp. This was a prospector boot. Feeling the mud with his fingers, Merrick frowned.

“Could be a couple of days old, or could have been very recent,” he said. “It’s hard to tell with this mud, since it’s so close to the river and we’re in the middle of a jungle, but the fact that it hasn’t been covered up makes me guess that the smell is still pretty fresh on it. I’d say best estimate is within the last day or so. Look, whoever it is crouched here, probably to fill up a canteen, and then they came this way.”

Using his fingers, Merrick pointed out the first few steps the prospector had taken after getting to his feet.

“Why would there be prospectors in the jungle?” Maro asked.

“Same reason there’d be prospectors anywhere,” Sellie replied. “Because they think there’s something of value.”

“If they are a day or two ahead of us, we might be able to avoid them by keeping a slow pace. I don’t really want to interact with them if we can help it.”

Unfortunately, Merrick’s wish was not to be. Less than a thousand feet up the river, they found the remains of a camp. With a campfire only a dozen hours old, Merrick poked it with a stick, pushing some of the ash aside to reveal a still-glowing coal.

“They’re not that far ahead,” he said, “less than a day, which means that at our pace we’ll catch up with them in two.”

“Should we change directions?” Sellie asked.

“No,” Merrick replied. “This is the direction we need to go. We’ll just move carefully, and once we see them we’ll decide whether we want to avoid them or not.”

Merrick was forced to make a decision sooner rather than later. That evening, as they were looking for a place to set up camp, Merrick heard a faint echo in the song of the world, a curious twang that put him on edge. It was similar to the sound he heard when Joseph was around but carried a harsher, more sinister set of notes. Stopping, Merrick frowned as he gazed ahead into the jungle.

“They should be close by,” he said. “I’m going to scout ahead and see if I can find them.”

Neither of his friends asked to go with him, as both knew they would only get in his way. Instead, they volunteered to set up camp and get dinner ready while Merrick headed into the jungle. He moved quietly, slipping past a small herd of wild pigs, which were completely oblivious to his presence, and ducking under a tree branch, heavy with the coils of a python.

Ever since he had received the perfected version of Serpent’s Stealth, Merrick had found himself able to pass almost anywhere unnoticed. Like a ghost, he drifted through the jungle, heading toward the prospectors. He had to travel for over an hour before he found them, almost a mile off the river, in a large clearing that looked like it had recently been created, likely by the prospectors themselves.

They had set up tents and had a large fire going, with cooking pots strung over it. As soon as Merrick laid eyes on them, he could tell they were a rough bunch. There was little professional about their camp, and Merrick quickly realized what the sinister twang he had picked up on was the scent of blood, and lots of it. The men in the camp, though they looked like normal prospectors, carried a faint bloody scent that caused the animals in the jungle nearby to avoid the camp.

Observing the prospectors for a few minutes at the edge of their camp, Merrick saw a tent that was larger than the others. It wasn’t set at the edge of the jungle, but that didn’t bother him. Slowly working his way around until he was close to the large tent, he waited for one of the prospectors who was nearby to turn before he slipped into the camp, moving between two tents silently and pausing at the back of the large tent. Immediately, he sensed there was someone inside. Getting out his dagger, he made a tiny slit in the fabric of the tent, just large enough to look through. Inside the tent was a bedroll and a small stool where a man was sitting, reading over something in a notebook.

Just then, there was a loud clanging noise as someone rapped a spoon against the side of the pot, calling everyone to dinner. After a couple of minutes, the man on the stool folded up a map he had been looking at and stuffed it in the notebook, which he tucked in his jacket. As he stood up and headed for the exit, Merrick retreated, heading back into the jungle. Of everyone in the camp that he had seen, the man with the notebook was clearly the most well put together, leading Merrick to believe he was the group’s leader. That didn’t mean much, of course, and Merrick remembered well Joseph’s instruction on the matter.

After thinking it through, Merrick decided to hang around and see if he could find out more information. He waited until night had fallen and then waited some more, until it was well past midnight. Two guards had been posted, and they patrolled around the camp, occasionally meeting and talking quietly together.

Taking advantage of one of these momentary gaps, Merrick slipped back into the camp and approached the large tent. Before he could enter it, however, he was stopped by the conversation between the two guards. Though they were whispering, Merrick’s hearing was exceptional, and despite being almost twenty-five feet away, the sounds of their voices carried in the quiet night.

“Do you really think there’s a village out here? Boss swears by it, but I’m not so sure.”

“Have you ever known Gaiman to take a risk he wasn’t sure of?” the other guard asked, spitting on the ground. “He’s greedy, even by raider standards.”

Merrick’s heart chilled when he heard the guards’ words. Raiders were a group of lawless prospectors who entered new worlds before order was established and did what they could to make off with anything of value. It was normal practice for them to find unsuspecting natives and take them as slaves, murdering anyone who resisted. That they were just as likely to do the same to other prospectors didn’t make it any better.

“But out here? Who would live in a place like this? The jungle’s so thick you can’t see a foot in front of your face,” the first guard grumbled.

“Which is exactly why no one else will have beat us to it,” the second guard said with a grin.

Suppressing the impulse to kill both of them where they stood, Merrick withdrew. There was no need to hunt through the tent anymore. If the camp was full of raiders, then it meant they were on a slave hunt. His return trip to where Maro and Sellie had set up camp was much quicker, and when he stepped out of the jungle, he found himself face to face with Sellie’s drawn bow.

“It’s me,” he said, freezing.

“What took you so long?” she asked, lowering her bow.

“I found them, and let’s just say they’re not friendly,” Merrick said as Maro got up from where he had been sleeping.

Recounting what he had heard, Merrick opened up his map.

“If there’s a village in the area, it’s probably going to be by the lake,” he said. “If we leave now, we should be able to outpace the raiders.”

“What do you want to do?” Maro asked.

“Warn the villagers. Even though the raiders have mana rifles, the villagers should be able to defend themselves as long as they fight in the jungle. It won’t be easy, but they’ll actually have a chance that way. As long as we can get to them soon enough, we should be able to help them ambush the enemy before they get close.”

“Let’s do it,” Sellie said.

The three of them packed up their camp and headed into the darkness. With the threat of a team full of raiders behind them, Merrick, Sellie, and Maro moved quickly, eating their meals as they jogged along the river and catching quick naps in the bows of a tall tree at night. A day and a half later, the lake came into view, nearly a dozen miles wide and dotted with islands. It was massive, and as they reached the edge of it they saw the village to the north. There was a heavy palisade wall at the edge of the lake, and beyond it Merrick could see a number of docks with small boats tied up.

“Come on,” Merrick said, and at a swift jog they approached the gate.

When they got within a hundred feet they slowed down, and Merrick held his hands wide, palms up, to show they were empty.

“We come in peace,” he said to the guards with bows who were watching him carefully. “We are warriors traveling through the area, and we wish to speak with your elders.”

“You do not look like one of the jungle tribes,” a guard said, lowering his bow. “Are you from the mountains in the south?”

“Yes, we come from the Sky Mountain tribe.”

“The Hidden Leaf tribe welcomes you,” the guard said. “Come, I’ll take you to the elder.”

Though they seemed quite friendly from the outset, Merrick knew he and the other two were being watched carefully. As they passed through the gate and the village beyond, he could feel his senses prickling and knew there were more than a dozen bows pointed in their direction. As he passed by the guard who hadn’t spoken, he caught sight of the wickedly barbed arrow that glinted with a faint green and realized that unlike their friendly demeanor, the tribe’s arrows were anything but.

The houses inside the village were made from wood, constructed solidly, and had roofs made from thick thatch. Everywhere Merrick looked, he saw exquisite woodwork, from the way the buildings were constructed to some of the furniture he caught sight of through open doors. Toward the back of the village was a small boatyard, where the villagers were in the process of making a boat.
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There were three young Teresk working on the boat and another three much older Teresk sitting on stools nearby, watching. As the guard came over, he bowed to one of the elderly Teresk.

“Elder Rama, we have visitors from the Sky Mountain tribe in the south. They’ve asked to speak with you.”

Taking the pipe he was sucking on out of his mouth, Elder Rama looked over at Merrick with an appraising eye. Though he was certainly older, there was nothing frail about Elder Rama. He was as wide as Maro, though not quite so tall, and his arms were as thick as Merrick’s thighs. He wore no shirt, and there didn’t seem to be an ounce of fat anywhere on his body. His hair, though gray, was still braided as a warrior’s rather than falling freely past his shoulders, the way most elders wore their hair. His gaze was hard and calculating. Fiddling with his pipe for a moment, he watched Merrick, then put it back in his mouth and stood up, shooting a glance at Maro, who was still half a head taller.

“Awfully young to be wandering around without an escort,” Elder Rama said. “What tribe did you say you come from?”

“Sky Mountain,” Merrick replied, “though in this case our tribe is not particularly important.”

“One’s tribe is always important,” Elder Rama said in a chiding tone. “But tell me, what do you think is important, young warrior?”

Eyes narrowing slightly, Merrick took a step forward, meeting Elder Rama’s gaze squarely.

“Survival.”

The air between them was tense and lasted for almost a full minute before Elder Rama smiled and nodded. “Survival, huh? It’s a good answer. So, whose survival have you come to see me about?”

“Yours.”

Raising his eyebrows, Elder Rama sucked on his pipe and blew out, then breathed out through his nose, sending two jets of steam billowing into the air.

“It’s a dangerous thing to walk into a strange village and tell them that their survival is at stake. If I were you, I would explain quickly.”

By this point, the other warriors had stopped what they were doing and gathered around, slowly spreading out until they surrounded Maro, Sellie, and Merrick on three sides. Unperturbed, Merrick unslung his rifle from his shoulder and held it out in front of him.

“Do you know what this is?”

“A useless stick,” one of the warriors called out, causing a number of others to chuckle.

“Useless in your hands, maybe,” Merrick said, “but not useless in the hands of the prospectors. Even less useless in the hands of raiders, fifty of whom are within a day’s march of your gate.”

Laughter cut off abruptly, and Elder Rama frowned, his already hard gaze turning icy.

“Do you speak the truth?” he asked, his voice heavy.

“I swear it on the name of my tribe. Though they don’t necessarily know exactly where your village is located. They should have a general direction, and they’re on the way. We passed them as we traveled here.”

“Clearly, they didn’t see you. Otherwise, I don’t think you would have made it,” Elder Rama said, chewing on the stem of his pipe. “Remo, call the village together.”

Stepping forward, one of the other elders bowed his head and set off at a trot, heading into the village. Elder Rama chewed on the end of his pipe for a moment, then glanced at Merrick and the others.

“I apologize that we won’t be able to show you proper hospitality. Since if you are telling the truth, we will be quite busy for the foreseeable future.”

“I understand,” Merrick said. “A bite to eat and a place to rest our heads is all we would request.”

“You’ll have that and much more if your warning proves to be accurate. Now, if you’ll excuse me, there’s much to do.”

For the next dozen hours, the Hidden Leaf village was ablaze with activity. Supplies were packed into boats, which were launched to carry the villagers to the islands in the lake. The entire process happened quickly, as if this wasn’t the first time they had been forced to flee. Half a dozen scouts were dispatched as well, spreading into the jungle to hunt for the raiders, and by the time night fell the village was empty save for the spirit warriors. Merrick, Maro, and Sellie were there as well, waiting with the others to hear what the scouts would report.

Close to midnight, they returned with troubled expressions. All the warriors had gathered in the center of the village, Merrick, Maro, and Sellie among them, when Elder Rama asked the scouts to speak. The leader of the scouts, a thin man who moved swiftly, leading Merrick to believe he likely had the Land Strider skill, glanced nervously over at where Merrick stood and then hesitantly spoke up.

“There was a large group,” he said, “fifty strong.”

“And?” Elder Rama asked. “Why do you hesitate?”

“The merchant, the foreigner who traded goods with us, he was with them.”

Immediately, murmurs broke out, and angry looks began to shoot toward Merrick. Elder Rama, frowning, glanced at Merrick and then back at the scout.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes,” the scout said. “I confirmed.”

The other scouts nodded as well. They, too, had seen the trader.

“If this is true, then there was no need to run,” Elder Rama said, and from the tone of his voice, it was clear he trusted the scout far more than he trusted Merrick.

Guessing it had something to do with his age, Merrick stepped forward to speak to the scout. Curiously, as he approached, the scout trembled slightly, as if his body carried an instinctive fear or reverence. If the man was blessed by Snake, Merrick could only assume he was reacting to Emerald, who was still wrapped around Merrick’s wrist.

“The camp,” he said. “Did it have goods to trade? If they were coming here to trade items, there should have been piles of things to trade. Did you see anything like that?”

Hesitating, the scout slowly shook his head. “I do not remember anything like that,” he said.

“Any wagons? Carts? Things to carry the goods in?”

Again, the scout shook his head.

“No.”

“What about beasts of burden? Horses? Oxen? Any kind of animal that might carry the goods for them?”

This time, it was one of the other scouts that spoke up.

“No, there was nothing like that. Only the men in their tents.”

Chewing on his pipe, Elder Rama rubbed his forehead.

“It is strange that the merchant would return without anything to trade,” he said. “How far away were they?”

“Half a day.”

“In that case, we will see them tomorrow.”

“Should we call back the others?” one of the other elders asked.

“No,” Elder Rama said. “As our friend from the Sky Mountain tribe pointed out, it is strange for a merchant to bring a group of that size into the jungle and not bring anything to trade. Let us see what they say tomorrow.”

Giving Merrick a hard look, Elder Rama waved for everyone to be dismissed and Merrick returned to join Maro and Sellie in the room they had been assigned.

“What do you think?” Maro asked. “They don’t look like they trust us.”

Shrugging, Merrick glanced toward the door.

“We’re strangers, so it only makes sense that they’d be wary, and if one of the raiders has been here before under the guise of trading, then they have every right to be doubly suspicious, but I know what I heard. Like Elder Rama said, we’ll find out tomorrow who’s right.”

The night passed quietly, and before the sun was up Merrick slipped out of the house. There were two people who had been assigned to watch them, and careful not to disturb them, Merrick quietly made his way out of the village, walking straight past the guards without being seen. He headed for the jungle, and as the sun rose, he found a place to wait.

He spent the morning sitting in a tree, meditating quietly as he listened to the sounds of the jungle around him. Around noon he heard the sound of feet and soon saw the leader of the raiders, along with ten others, pushing their way through the undergrowth as they headed toward the lake. Curiously, only a few of them were armed, and a couple of them even carried bags on their backs.

Curious as to what was going on and wondering if he had been wrong, Merrick slipped down from the tree and began to follow them. They stopped at the edge of the jungle, and the four prospectors who carried mana rifles split off, two moving to one side and two to the other.

Wondering if he should follow them, Merrick saw the leader of the prospectors bringing the other five out of the jungle with him, heading toward the village. At the same time, he heard a noise behind him and quickly stepped into the underbrush as he saw the rest of the prospectors, each armed to the teeth, gathering in a large group.

Immediately, he knew what was happening, but rather than sound the alarm, he slipped away, chasing down the two prospectors who were circling around to the side. No doubt the village would grow wary if a group of fifty prospectors marched out of the jungle, but by sending six carrying goods with them, it would be easy to get the village to lower its guard.

When the spirit warriors came out to speak to the merchant, they would be ambushed and then the rest of the prospectors would charge forward, breaking into the village and ransacking it. It didn’t take long for Merrick to catch up with the two prospectors, and he struck almost immediately, targeting the one furthest back. Approaching on silent feet, Merrick slipped a hand around the prospector’s nose and mouth, pulling hard to the side as his blade cut through the prospector’s throat. The man died with a faint gurgle masked by the swish of a branch.

Letting the body down quietly, Merrick raced forward, but the other prospector must have heard something as he suddenly spun, his rifle coming up toward his shoulder. There was a flash as Merrick hurled his dagger, sinking it to the hilt in the prospector’s chest. The force of the throw was enough to stagger him, which gave Merrick the time he needed to slam into him. With his left hand he grabbed the barrel of the mana rifle, pulling it from the prospector’s grip while his right hand went to the handle of his dagger. With one smooth motion, Merrick ripped it free and stabbed it into the dying prospector’s temple, killing him instantly.

As the prospector fell to the ground, Merrick paused for a moment, listening for any sign that the others might have heard the commotion. There was nothing, save for the sounds of the jungle, which didn’t seem to care that two men had just been killed, dyeing the underbrush with their blood. Not bothering to loot either of the prospectors, Merrick turned and ran back the way he had come as fast as he could to catch up with the others. He had been lucky that the second prospector hadn’t accidentally triggered his rifle when Merrick slammed into him, but he knew he couldn’t count on getting lucky every time.

Moving through the jungle as if he had been born to it, Merrick slipped through the thick underbrush, making sure to avoid the large group of prospectors, and began his hunt for the two remaining ambushers. He found the first hunkered down behind a log on the edge of the forest. The man had just put his rifle down and was getting some chewing tobacco out of his pouch when Merrick came upon him. He caught sight of Merrick a moment after Merrick saw him, but before he could grab his rifle there was a whoosh and Merrick’s spears pinned him to a tree, one through his throat and the other through his arm.

About to retrieve his spears, Merrick felt the brush shift, and looking over saw the last ambusher staring at him in shock. The prospector’s rifle was slung over his shoulder, barrel pointing down, and all the man had to do was reach down and lift it up. For a moment that felt like it stretched out forever, Merrick and the prospector didn’t move, their gazes locked. Then, the dying man let out a rough gurgle as air escaped through the hole in his throat and both Merrick and the prospector moved.

As his opponent grasped the barrel of his rifle and started to swing it up, Merrick activated his snake tattoo, causing the entire world to slow down. He saw the barrel of the mana rifle rising toward him and moved explosively, crossing the space between him and the prospector so quickly, it looked like he had teleported. His left hand chopped down on the barrel of the rifle as his right hand jabbed into the prospector’s throat, causing the man’s head to twist violently. At the same time, his leg slammed into the side of his opponent’s knee, driving him to the ground. Merrick was moving so quickly that the prospector’s body still hadn’t fallen when he unleashed a dozen more attacks, each striking with lethal force.

Unable to muster even a grunt, the prospector collapsed to the ground with a dozen broken bones, his eyes dulling as his life faded. Standing over him with his chest heaving as the effect of the tattoo faded, Merrick reached down and pulled the mana rifle away, his hand trembling as he tossed it aside. He could feel the deep sense of weakness that came with using the tattoo but knew there wasn’t time to rest. Returning to the first prospector, he found he had already bled out from the heavy wound in his throat. Unfortunately, his spear was stuck almost all the way through the tree that had been behind the prospector, and Merrick was currently too weak to retrieve it.

After a moment of thought, he reached for the prospector’s rifle, and after checking it over he crouched behind the log, peering out through the underbrush toward the village in the distance. There he saw Gaiman and the other prospectors standing in front of the gate as they waited for the village elders. Soon enough, Elder Rama and a few other spirit warriors stepped out of the village and approached. Trying to suppress the trembling in his hands, Merrick took a deep breath and lowered his cheek to the rifle, steadying it against the log as he lined up a shot on the leader of the prospectors. Crouched in the dense foliage of the jungle, Merrick kept his gaze on the meeting in front of the village. He couldn’t ensure that a fight wouldn’t break out, but he could ensure that Gaiman wouldn’t survive if it did.
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Though he was close to a hundred feet away, shrouded among the vegetation of the jungle, Merrick had a clear line of sight to the group of prospectors meeting with Elder Rama and some of the other villagers. Merrick focused his mind, sinking into the song of the world and carefully filtering out all of the jungle melodies. He had been learning how to use the song of the world to empower himself, and now he felt it flood into his ears, sharpening his hearing until the faint voices in the distance became clear.

“As you can see, I’ve returned,” Gaiman said, his cheerful tone sounding slightly forced. “And we’ve brought with us a few things to trade.”

Looking at the few bags the prospectors had put down, Elder Rama sucked on his pipe and blew a small cloud of smoke into the air.

“It doesn’t seem that you’ve brought much,” he said, causing Gaiman’s smile to stiffen.

“I have more, though it’s back at camp with the others. We only brought a few things, because the rest are hard to transport. Carrying carts through the jungle requires cutting a path, so we came on ahead.”

Even from a distance, Merrick could see Elder Rama’s body stiffen, as Gaiman suggested that the main group of prospectors had carts with them. The scouts had reported nothing of the sort, but Gaiman was unaware he had already been caught in a lie. Instead, peering through the open gate behind Elder Rama, he seemed slightly confused.

“Your village seems quiet today. Where is everybody?”

Elder Rama didn’t say anything, but from the way his teeth clenched against the stem of his pipe, it was clear he wasn’t very happy. The warriors who were with him weren’t happy either, and a few of them stepped forward, their hands going to the hatchets they carried at their belts as they stared aggressively at the prospectors.

One of the men with Gaiman noticed the shift in atmosphere and reached out to tug on Gaiman’s sleeve, speaking in common, “Boss, they don’t seem super friendly.”

It was only then that Gaiman realized the previously friendly atmosphere was gone, replaced with a sort of grim aggression. Combined with the fact that the village looked positively deserted, he quickly decided to retreat.

“Well, no matter,” he said, gesturing to the bags the prospectors had put down. “This is just a little token of our appreciation. A few things for you to give you a taste of what we’ll be bringing to your village. Our goal today was just to say hello, but we’ll come back another day.”

As he spoke, Gaiman took a step back and Elder Rama took a step forward. Looking quite nervous, Gaiman suddenly raised his hand above his shoulder and waved it, while at the same time his other hand slipped toward his back. A faint frown appeared on Elder Rama’s face as his hand dropped to the hatchet at his belt. What Gaiman was expecting didn’t happen, and after waving his hand a couple of times, Gaiman slowly lowered it, his face pale. That had undoubtedly been the signal for the ambushers to take their shots, but when no shots came, Gaiman realized something was wrong.

For a moment Merrick considered opening fire, but doing so would draw the other prospectors to launch their attack, which Merrick preferred to avoid if possible. After a long moment passed, Gaiman lowered his hand and then, without speaking another word, turned and hurried into the jungle, the other prospectors practically running to keep up.

A few of the spirit warriors drew their axes and started to move forward, but Elder Rama commanded them to stop and return to the village. Merrick really wanted to follow the prospectors to try and figure out what was going to happen next, but he could hardly move after using his snake tattoo, so instead he retrieved the other rifle and slowly made his way out of the jungle, walking with dragging steps toward the village. Maro and Sellie met him. They had been hiding behind the gate, ready to launch an assault as soon as the fight started, and Merrick could see the relief in Sellie’s eyes as she looked him over and saw he wasn’t wounded.

“What happened?” Maro asked, his voice low.

“Let’s talk about it inside,” Merrick replied, accepting his friend’s arm to lean on.

“I need a few minutes,” he said once they were inside the village, and not bothering to go back to the house they had been assigned, he sat down just off the village’s main street and began to meditate.

A warrior soon came to find them and stood respectfully nearby until Merrick opened his eyes. It had only taken twenty minutes, and though the tattoo was not usable yet, Merrick felt quite a bit better. Jumping to his feet, he nodded to the warrior.

“Thank you for waiting.”

“Of course, the elder would like to speak with you.”

Together with Sellie and Maro, Merrick followed the warrior to the boatyard at the back of the village, where Elder Rama was sitting on a stool. Standing up as Merrick approached, Elder Rama took his pipe out of his mouth and blew a blast of smoke as he bowed. He gave Merrick a look of grudging respect.

“Your warning has proven true. It would seem we have a hard fight ahead of us.”

“It’ll be harder if you wait,” Merrick replied. “There are close to fifty prospectors, all armed and hungry for blood and slaves.”

“You seem to know a lot about these foreigners,” Elder Rama said, putting his pipe back in his mouth and crossing his arms over his chest.

“I do,” Merrick said. “I know how they think, which means I know how they fight. On an individual level, these humans, as they’re called, are not particularly strong. A single one of your warriors would likely be able to best two or three of the enemy in hand-to-hand combat without much trouble. But what they lack in physical ability and direct combat prowess they more than make up for with technology.”

Merrick had handed the rifles he and Sellie had gathered to Maro, and now he took one, holding it out for the elder and the gathered spirit warriors to see.

“I know that you’ve all seen these devices, likely tried to use them yourselves. However, it’s hard to understand just how dangerous they are without having faced them. This is called a mana rifle, and it fires a beam of concentrated mana that flies straighter than any arrow and burns through everything it touches. It can be activated in a fraction of a second, and with it one of these humans can attack every thirty seconds. If we allow the enemy to attack the village, they will kill everyone without giving us a chance to fight back. The only way to win is to engage the enemy directly in the jungle without giving them the space they need to establish their firing lines.”

Though he still looked slightly skeptical, Elder Rama stepped forward and took the rifle from Merrick, examining it carefully.

“And what of range?” he said. “Our archers can fire up to 400 feet with deadly accuracy.”

“A rifle can shoot twice that,” Merrick said simply.

One of the listening warriors scoffed and shook his head. “Impossible. The amount of strength necessary to do that is beyond even our strongest warrior. And you said that these humans are weak compared to us.”

“They are,” Merrick replied. “But the rifle doesn’t require strength. It simply requires a human to trigger it. As you can see, each rifle holds a manastone. That manastone is what powers it, not the strength of the warrior wielding it. If you’d like, I can demonstrate for you.”

Handing the rifle back, Elder Rama nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “Let us see this demonstration.”

Taking the rifle, Merrick handed it back to Maro and took his own rifle off of his shoulder.

“Is there a place nearby where the sound of a shot will be masked?” he asked.

At first, Elder Rama didn’t understand why he was asking, forcing Merrick to explain. “Mana rifles make a loud sound when they attack, like the cracking of a branch, but magnified. The sound will echo over the jungle, and I don’t want to alert the prospectors.”

Elder Rama nodded, gesturing for Merrick to follow.

“We do,” he said. “Come.”

About twenty-five minutes north, near one of the mountains, they found a waterfall. Even from a few thousand feet away, Merrick could hear the heavy rumble. The water fell unbroken for half a mile, pouring in a great torrent down the cliff before meandering over to join the lake. Hearing the thunderous roar, Merrick nodded.

“This will work perfectly,” he said. “Let’s set up some targets.”

With Sellie’s help, Merrick set up three rocks. The first was about the size of his head. The second was slightly larger than his fist. The third was only as big as a nut. After clearly indicating which three rocks he would be using as targets, Merrick walked back to join the others.

Taking up a distance of close to 600 feet from the targets, Elder Rama and the other warriors crowded around as Merrick planted his feet and lifted his rifle to his shoulder. Letting out a slow breath, he steadied the rifle and fired, targeting the smallest stone they had set up. The rifle cracked, the beam searing across everyone’s vision, causing many of the warriors to gasp and fall back. Elder Rama simply narrowed his eyes, staring at the beam without blinking. Lowering the rifle, Merrick handed it to Sellie and took another rifle from Maro.

“When we walk over,” he said, “you’ll be able to see what happened.”

Without waiting for a reply, he lifted the second rifle and moved to the slightly larger target. Once more, there was a bang as the rifle discharged its beam and a fist-sized rock exploded into molten shards. The watching warriors were completely silent as he handed the expended rifle to Sellie and took a third rifle from Maro. Resting it on his shoulder, he turned and walked away, the others trailing after him until he was just around 800 feet from the targets.

Turning back toward the targets in the distance, he lined up his shot and fired without preamble, a third crack mixing with the thunderous roar of the waterfall. This time, the beam hit the large rock, burning a hole straight through it. With the rifle still in hand, Merrick gestured for everyone to follow him and walked back to where the targets were.

The largest of the targets, the stone approximately the size of Merrick’s head, was pierced straight through, the edges of the hole still glowing cherry red from the heat. The second target, the one slightly larger than Merrick’s fist, was gone, nothing but a scorch mark where the explosion had marred the stone the target had been sitting on. The smallest target, the pebble Merrick had first targeted, was gone as well, transformed into nothing but ash, and a smooth groove had been melted in the top of the stone where the target had been resting.

As the spirit warriors of the Hidden Leaf tribe examined the three targets, none of them spoke. Handing the rifle he held off to Sellie, Merrick took his own rifle back, and then, tapping Elder Rama on the shoulder, he pointed toward a large stone that sat in the middle of the stream just outside the range of the falls. It was only a few hundred feet away, but Merrick had already demonstrated the effective range of the weapons. Lifting his rifle to his shoulder, he fired, putting a large hole in the stone.

“Every thirty seconds,” he said, flashing his teeth at Elder Rama, “I can fire all of these weapons again, and again, and again, and again. As long as I don’t fire them more often than that thirty-second delay, I can shoot almost endlessly. There are no arrows to run out of, and as long as my aim is true, every single shot will kill.”

Taking a deep breath, Elder Rama reached out to take the rifle, an expression of deep concern on his face.

“We have tried to use these rifles before,” he said, “but we have not been able to activate them.”

“That’s because they’re designed for humans,” Merrick replied. “I am a special case among the Teresk, likely the only one able to use this manatech.”

Unfamiliar with the term, Elder Rama looked at Merrick in confusion.

“The devices the humans use are something called manatech,” Merrick said, gesturing to the rifle Elder Rama held. “There are other devices besides these rifles. For example,” with a smooth motion, Merrick drew one of his pistols and snapped a shot, putting another hole in the large rock in the middle of the stream. “There are shorter versions, with less range but just as much of a punch.”

Flipping his pistol around, he offered it butt first to Elder Rama, who took it, his expression of concern growing even stronger.

“This is why it’s so imperative we avoid meeting the humans in pitched battle,” Merrick said. “The only way we succeed in a fight against them is to catch them off guard, to force them into close combat.”

Staring at the pistol for a moment longer, Elder Rama flipped it around as he had seen Merrick do and handed it back. Taking it, Merrick slipped it into its holster and then took the rifle the elder held out.

Elder Rama and the spirit warriors of the Hidden Leaf tribe didn’t speak as they headed back to the village. But once they arrived, Elder Rama seemed to have made up his mind.

“We will follow your lead,” he said to Merrick. “Tell us how we can defeat these invaders, and we will listen.”

Merrick hadn’t expected such a responsibility to be thrust on him, and though he was more than happy to cooperate with the Hidden Leaf tribe, being handed the responsibility of leading the fight was completely outside his expectations. Glancing at Maro and Sellie, he saw both of them nod encouragingly. Fortifying his resolve, he turned back to Elder Rama.

“The first thing we need is information,” he said, “scouts who won’t be caught, to determine the location of the enemy camp. Speed is important, but what’s even more important is that the enemy doesn’t know we’re here.”

“Easy enough,” Elder Rama said. “These humans have weak senses, and our scouts are among the best. We haven’t taken the name Hidden Leaf for nothing. Korok, Abim, take your warriors and locate the enemy.”

Two of the spirit warriors stepped out of the crowd and saluted, first Elder Rama and then Merrick, before gathering a couple others and swiftly leaving the village.
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Watching them go, Merrick addressed the rest of the spirit warriors.

“While they scout, we need to prepare for war. We’ll fight in the jungle, using ambushes and group hunting tactics to surround and eliminate the enemy. We need a team willing to risk their lives by initiating direct combat.”

Before any of the other spirit warriors could speak, Maro stepped forward and pounded a fist on his chest.

“I will lead the charge,” he said, his voice rumbling through the village.

With an appreciative look in his eyes, Elder Rama nodded.

“Our jaguar warriors will be right behind you.”

“Good. We also need teams to act as ranged attackers for coordinated elimination of the enemy guards, as well as eliminating enemies who managed to gain some distance. We cannot afford to let them have the chance to fire their rifles. Those with the best aim will join Sellie’s team.”

Taking a step forward, Sellie held her bow across her chest as she bowed to the spirit warriors, greeting them. Hearing the spirit warriors starting to murmur among themselves, Merrick held up his hand for quiet.

“I’m confident we can win this coming fight,” he said. “However, we go up against an enemy who carry deadly weapons and will not hesitate to use them. It is likely some of us will not return from this battle.”

With a laugh, Elder Rama cut him off.

“No battle is safe,” he said, “and our spirit warriors are not so weak as to need a reminder.”

That evening, as the sun was beginning to set, Merrick and the warriors of the Hidden Leaf tribe slipped into the jungle. The scouts had returned, bringing with them news of the enemy camp. They reported that they had seen the humans preparing torches. Merrick guessed that the prospectors were going to try and launch a night raid. He decided to set up an ambush, picking a location where there was a narrow game trail that led through the jungle. His hope was to catch the prospectors all spread out, launching a coordinated assault from both sides of the path to isolate the enemy as fast as possible.

The Hidden Leaf tribe was intimately familiar with the jungle and had no trouble making their way through the dense underbrush. Once they arrived at the place where the prospectors would most likely pass, Merrick had the warriors arrange themselves along the path, hiding roughly twenty feet away on either side. This was far enough that the warriors would be able to get into action quickly, while also making them completely invisible to the prospectors.

Once everyone was in position, Merrick slipped through the jungle, heading toward the prospector camp. There was always a chance they would take a different route, forcing the ambushers to shift their positions, but luck was with Merrick and the others. He had just arrived at the camp when Gaiman ordered them to move out.

Because of the thick foliage, the prospectors fell into a single file line, jostling with each other as they took their positions and filed into the jungle. The man leading them was large for a human, six and a half feet tall and heavily muscled. He carried a rifle on his back and a heavy machete in his hand that he used to slash a hack at the vegetation in front of him under the guise of clearing a path. The result was that he made enough noise to wake up half the jungle, but none of the other humans seemed to care. Seeing that they were taking the game trail, Merrick waited until the last of them had left the camp and then followed quietly. Gaiman brought up the rear, a rifle cradled in his arms as he glanced nervously from side to side, keeping watch on the jungle, completely unaware that Merrick was only fifteen feet away.

Despite their clumsiness, the prospectors moved swiftly, and it wasn’t long before they began to enter the ambush zone. There were forty-six remaining prospectors and only thirty spirit warriors, but Merrick wasn’t concerned. In his estimation, each of the spirit warriors should be able to account for five of the prospectors in close range combat. The question would be whether they would be able to get into range in the face of the mana rifles.

Hoping they remembered his instructions, Merrick waited until Gaiman had entered the strike zone. Then, lifting his fingers to his lips, he let out a sharp whistle that pierced through the sounds of the jungle, silencing the birds and causing a brief moment of stillness to fall over the jungle. A moment later, the sounds flooded back in as the spirit warriors launched their attacks.

Sellie was the first, one of her arrows catching the large human at the front of the group in the throat. He fell with a gurgle as more arrows shot out of the jungle, piercing into the prospectors’ bodies. Almost immediately, the crack of rifles began to roll like thunder through the jungle as the prospectors returned fire into the thick underbrush on either side. They were firing blindly, but many of them carried more than one mana rifle, so the cacophony of shots echoed for some time.

Merrick joined them, dropping two of the prospectors with carefully aimed shots of his own. It was only then that he realized Gaiman had disappeared. Scanning the underbrush, he saw where the leader of the raiders had dived off the path and into the jungle. Securing his pistols and carrying his mana rifle in hand, Merrick slipped into the jungle after him.

Many of the prospectors who had been hit with arrows began to let out screams as the poison contained on the arrows took effect. A moment later there was a loud roar and the thunder of footsteps as Maro burst from the jungle, his fists slamming into the chest of one of the prospectors. There was a terrible crack as the man’s bones shattered and he flew off into the jungle, losing his grip on his rifle in the process.

The first volley of shots fired by the prospectors hadn’t managed to hit anyone, as the spirit warriors had kept low after firing their arrows. Now, lunging up from the ground, they raced into combat, wielding hatchets in both hands. They moved with a fluid grace, leaping out of the jungle and tearing their opponents to pieces with bloodthirsty ferocity, all while screeching terrifying war cries that sounded like the howl of a jaguar.

One of the prospectors, who had dove to the ground when the arrows first came flying out of the underbrush, rolled over, gripping his rifle, and lurched up to one knee. He was trying to draw a bead on Maro, who had grabbed another prospector and was in the process of trying to snap his spine. Before he could take the shot, there was a hiss and an arrow sprouted out of his eye, piercing his brain and causing his body to lose strength. Reflexively, he triggered his shot, but the barrel of his rifle had already swung wide and the beam burned a hole through the leaves, sending a shower of splinters into the air as it struck a tree.

Recognizing Sellie’s arrow, Maro let out a roar and hurled the man he held at another prospector, knocking both of them to the ground. Sporadic cracks rang out from the path as a few of the prospectors managed to get off a shot, but soon the jungle fell silent as the spirit warriors finished their work.

Merrick, some distance away, was following a hastily made path into the jungle. He proceeded with caution, half afraid Gaiman would turn around and counter-ambush him, but it seemed that the prospector had no intention of remaining anywhere near the fight. Realizing Gaiman was taking a circuitous route back to the camp, Merrick sped on ahead, hoping to cut him off, and soon arrived at the enemy camp.

Two prospectors had been left behind, and they were sitting near the fire, complaining about having been left back to guard the camp. Merrick was just considering how to take both of them out when Gaiman stumbled into the camp, his face pale. The two guards jumped up, surprised to see him.

“Is everything okay? What happened?” one of them asked, walking over. “Where is everybody else?”

There was a clear tone of suspicion in the prospector’s voice, and Gaiman must have heard it as well. Holding his rifle in one hand, he glanced over his shoulder, an expression of fear on his face. That caused the guards to look past him at the dark jungle behind him. Without warning, Gaiman triggered his rifle, sending a beam straight through the stomach of the first prospector. He then swiftly pulled out a pistol from the back of his waistband, shooting the other prospector in the chest before he could react.

The two shots were so close together, they almost sounded as one and left Merrick stunned. At the same time, he felt as if he could understand what had just happened. Abandoning comrades in a fight was one of the worst offenses a warrior could commit, and the fact that Gaiman had simply cut and run as soon as the attack started was a clear indication of his cowardice.

Taking a deep breath, Gaiman began to walk toward the tent in the center of the camp, but before he had gone more than a few steps, Merrick appeared in front of him, staring at him calmly. With both an empty rifle and pistol in hand, Gaiman was caught completely off guard. He froze in place, staring in shock at Merrick, who was cradling his rifle in his arms. It might have been the surprise of seeing an enemy appear, or the fear of being caught defenseless. Either way, after just a moment Gaiman turned and tried to bolt.

Merrick, not wanting to let him escape, lifted his rifle but then hesitated, wondering if he should try and capture his opponent alive. Shifting his aim slightly, he triggered his rifle, sending a beam into the dirt in front of Gaiman. Gaiman skidded to a stop and turned around, a horrified expression on his face.

Merrick advanced swiftly, ignoring the stammered question as he dropped his rifle and drew his spears. Across from him, Gaiman hurriedly threw down his own weapons and crouched, grabbing the handle of a knife sheathed in his boot. Drawing it, he lunged toward Merrick, who casually parried the blow and stabbed toward Gaiman’s shoulder, intending to disarm him.

At the last moment, there was a ripple of mana in the air and the tip of Merrick’s spear deflected off a barrier that suddenly appeared around Gaiman. Caught off guard, Merrick was forced to step back as Gaiman pressed forward fearlessly, his teeth gritted tightly as he tried to bury his knife in Merrick’s gut.

Jumping back, Merrick examined his opponent with narrowed eyes. The barrier was a pale yellow, translucent, and constantly shifting as Gaiman moved. Seeing the prospector lunging toward him again, Merrick counterattacked, only to have his spears bounce off of Gaiman’s torso once more.

Out of range of his opponent’s blade once more, Merrick frowned. Gaiman’s entire body was covered with this pale-yellow light, like a suit of armor that had manifested instantly around him. Rather than continuing to retreat, Merrick stepped forward, his spears stabbing toward Gaiman, one targeting his stomach and the other his throat.

Though there was a hint of fear in the prospector’s eyes, he still chose to trust in the mana barrier that surrounded him, and instead of avoiding the attacks he pressed forward. The tips of Merrick’s spears stabbed into the barriers, causing Gaiman to stop with a grunt. But Merrick failed to pierce through, and with a triumphant and relieved laugh, Gaiman swatted the weapons aside and lunged toward Merrick again.

Using the hilt of one of his spears to deflect Gaiman’s blade, Merrick hacked down on his arm, but his weapon simply bounced off of the prospector’s impenetrable defense. Though Merrick had never encountered anything like this, he quickly recognized what it was.

Pushed back across the camp as Gaiman advanced boldly, Merrick decided to change his strategy, and instead of trying to pierce through the barrier he brushed past Gaiman’s stabbing blade and slammed the butt end of one of his spears into the prospector’s chest, at the same time sweeping his leg behind Gaiman’s, using the force of the rotation to throw Gaiman to the ground with enough power to knock the breath from his chest.

Stabbing one of his spears into the earth, Merrick drew a pistol and pressed it against the side of Gaiman’s head. “Move and I’ll fire,” he said, freezing. For a second, Gaiman’s eyes went wide, and Merrick could see that the prospector was debating on whether or not he should risk moving. On the one hand, it was common knowledge that natives like Merrick were unable to use manatech weapons. On the other, Merrick had clearly fired the rifle earlier. With a slight groan, Gaiman settled back, wisely choosing not to take the risk, though he kept his grip on his dagger.

“Who sent you out here?” Merrick asked.

If Gaiman was caught off guard by Merrick’s perfect common, he didn’t show it. With a calculating look in his eye, he shook his head very slightly, causing the mana barrier around his face to bump into Merrick’s pistol.

“No one. No one sent us out here.”

Not sure he believed it, Merrick stabbed his other spear into the ground between Gaiman’s body and right arm, forming a barrier that would prevent the man from being able to stab him.

“Deactivate your mana barrier,” he said, but Gaiman shook his head.

“If I do, you’ll kill me.”

“If you don’t, I’ll kill you,” Merrick replied calmly. When Gaiman hesitated, Merrick pulled his other pistol from its holster and pressed it against Gaiman’s leg, clearly intending to fire.

“Wait, wait, hold on,” the prospector yelled frantically. “Hold on.”

A few seconds later, there was a light sizzle in the air and the mana barrier began to fade. Once it had, Merrick reholstered one of his pistols, keeping the other a few inches from Gaiman’s head. Gripping the front of the prospector’s jacket, he tore it open, revealing a metallic vest that had a large manastone set in the center.

The tooling on the vest was exquisite, and Merrick’s eyes narrowed as he studied the workmanship. It was surprising and slightly worrying to find a manatech artifact of this quality on a raider out in the middle of nowhere, as it likely meant Gaiman was very well connected or had considerable backing.

With more ease than he should have been able to muster, Merrick flipped the latches that held the vest on and pulled it off of Gaiman, setting it aside as the trembling man stared up at him in shock. Just then, there was a rustle in the bushes, and a moment later Sellie, Maro, and a dozen of the Hidden Leaf jaguar warriors entered the camp.
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“I’m down here,” Merrick called out, and the others soon gathered around. “There were two guards in the camp,” Merrick said, standing up and taking a step back from Gaiman while still keeping his pistol trained on the prospector. “He killed them, likely to hide his cowardice, but I stopped him before he could flee.”

“What’s that?” Maro asked, pointing at the gleaming vest on the ground.

“It’s a manatech artifact which can be used for defense,” Merrick said. “I’ll show you how it works later.”

“What should we do with him?” one of the jaguar warriors asked, staring at Gaiman with bright eyes.

“I’d like to ask him some questions, but after that he’s all yours,” Merrick replied.

Though Gaiman couldn’t speak Teresk fluently, he clearly understood the look on the jaguar warrior’s face and knew that his fate wasn’t likely to be pleasant. Merrick saw resolution flash in his eyes, and he suddenly sat up, his dagger flashing as he tried to cut his own throat. There was a crack as Merrick’s pistol fired and a scream as Gaiman’s dagger evaporated under the searing beam of mana Merrick fired. Clutching his hand, which was missing a few fingers, Gaiman rolled on the ground, moaning.

“Make sure he stays alive,” Merrick said, holstering his pistol. “We’ve got a lot to ask him about.”

Looting the camp didn’t take long. Soon, Merrick and the others were heading back through the jungle toward the Hidden Leaf village, half-dragging, half-carrying Gaiman along with them. Tired of his cries, one of the jaguar warriors had shoved a gag in his mouth, giving Merrick a chance to ask how the rest of the fight had gone. There had been three casualties on the Teresk side, but the spirit warriors didn’t seem all that upset and considered the outcome a major win. They had won against a superior force with superior weaponry with only three casualties, so Merrick could understand why they were so happy. The mood was more somber when they arrived back at the village, however, and they were met at the gate by Elder Rama, who bowed deeply to Merrick.

“Without your warning, our village would have suffered terribly,” he said. “Thank you for what you have done for us. Tonight, we will feast, celebrating our victory, and I would ask that you would take the seat of honor.”

At first, Merrick hesitated, but he could see the sincerity in Elder Rama’s gaze, so he relented. The sun was just starting to peek above the horizon when Merrick, Maro, and Sellie put the things they had been carrying down in the room they had been given. Gaiman had been dragged into a building on the edge of the village by a couple of the Hidden Leaf warriors, and it wasn’t long before he was confessing to a litany of crimes. Merrick listened for a while, but when it became apparent there would be nothing of value to be gained from Gaiman’s mouth, he headed back to join Mero and Sellie.

Merrick had taken most of the contents of Gaiman’s tent, along with the notebook Gaiman had kept in his coat and as Maro and Sellie went through the spoils they had looted from the camp, Merrick opened up the notebook and began to read.

The majority of it was simply notes on random things Gaiman had experienced, a journal of sorts. But toward the end he found a loose map, folded and stuffed inside the pages of the journal, and an entry that hinted at a greater plot. Gaiman and his raiders, while acting on their own, had been tipped off to the Hidden Leaf village by a company, one whose name Merrick was familiar with, and as soon as he saw it he could feel the crimson band across his cheeks stinging slightly.

According to the diary entry, Gaiman had gotten this map from Gorgon, the mining company owned by Vale’s father. Gorgon, while a mining company on the surface, dealt in slaves on the side and had promised a heavy reward if Gale could succeed in catching the majority of the villagers. According to what he read, Gorgon wasn’t the only company engaging in such business practices, as Gaiman had clearly been planning on playing off one company against another. Reading through the journal only strengthened Merrick’s resolve to eliminate the influence of the Empire in this world as soon as he could.

Closing the journal, he placed it to the side and turned to examine the mana barrier vest he had collected. Though a few of the other warriors had been interested in it, largely because of how it looked, Merrick was the only one who could use it, and now he began to examine it meticulously.

Along the inside of the metallic chest piece was a mana circuit, traced out with careful lines. It was this that allowed the barrier to extend around the wearer’s body, forming a thick defense that was almost impossible to pierce with blades. Of course, it wasn’t strong enough to stop a beam from a manatech weapon, but it certainly gave its bearer a tremendous advantage in a brawl.

In the Warrior’s memories, Merrick had seen entire battalions of soldiers using these devices as they fought against the scaled beasts, and he knew that while strong, the barriers weren’t actually impenetrable. Once the mana contained in the manastone ran out, the barrier would falter and collapse, leaving its wearer vulnerable to enemy attacks. Until that happened, however, such barriers were tremendously useful. Tracing the mana circuit with his finger, Merrick suddenly paused, a curious thought striking. He could see the silver markings of his snake tattoo tracing up his arm and suddenly wondered if the tattoo was in and of itself a mana circuit.

Curious, he compared the snake tattoo to the symbol etched in his palm and realized there was little difference between them. Both were specialized paths etched permanently into his skin. These paths enabled the smooth movement of mana, and when mana raced through them, a specialized effect was produced.

There was one difference, however, and it was the most distinct one. The symbol carved into Merrick’s palm was constantly active, whereas the serpent tattoo was largely inert, only activating when Merrick intentionally channeled mana through it. That sent Merrick down a deep rabbit hole as he began to try and understand why that was the case. He had a few hints, but it quickly became apparent that his memories about manatech, and more specifically the painful procedures he had undergone, were still too vague and fuzzy.

Rather than give up, however, he persisted in trying to pick apart the two mana circuits, understanding where each was the same and where they were different. The day passed quietly for Merrick, though Hidden Leaf village bustled with activity. The villagers had been called back and headed into the jungle with the warriors, gathering the last things from the raiders’ camp and looting the battlefield where they had fallen.

By the time evening came, Merrick found himself standing outside with a giant pile of manatech rifles, feverishly carving a mana circuit into the stock of one of the rifles. Delving into the differences between the mana circuits he carried, Merrick had stumbled upon another idea brought to him by the mana barrier chest piece. Unlike the rifles, the technology that empowered the mana barrier was slightly different.

While the manatech rifles used the natural mana circuit all humans possessed to trigger, the mana barrier used a circuit imprinted directly on the chest piece, relying on the wearer to channel mana from the manastone into their body and back out into the chest piece.

This got Merrick wondering whether he could create a similar effect with the rifles and then teach other Teresk to use them. Quite a few spirit warriors had the ability to express mana directly, so Merrick’s hope was that he’d be able to create a bypass, building the requisite mana circuit directly into the rifle and allowing a Teresk warrior who could express mana through their palm to trigger the rifle without needing to carve the mana circuits directly into their body.

Thanks to the fight against the raiders, they had salvaged nearly sixty rifles, all of which were completely useless to the Hidden Leaf tribe, so they had been happy to hand them over to Merrick for his experiments. Maro was much more interested in the mana barrier than in the rifles, as he favored close combat over ranged, but Sellie had been sitting next to Merrick for the last two hours, watching him with bright eyes as he worked on carefully carving out the mana channel.

“I don’t know that this is going to work,” he said for the dozenth time.

“But if it does,” Sellie said, “can you imagine what that’ll mean?”

“I can,” Merrick said bluntly, putting down the mana rifle he was working on and turning to look at her. “It will mean the Empire will crush us. They might even go so far as to destroy our world.”

Taken aback, Sellie looked at him in confusion.

“What? What are you talking about?”

“Sellie, the Empire has maintained its control for one reason,” Merrick pointed to the rifle in front of him. “Their weapons are practically unstoppable. Now, imagine what would happen if others began to use those same weapons, and even worse, if someone spread those weapons to all of the worlds the Empire controls, arming the natives of each of them. The Empire would collapse overnight. Even if we succeed, we cannot allow the Empire to know we have this capability, at least until we can remove them from our world for good.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Sellie said, shaking her head. “I hadn’t thought about it like that.”

With a rueful smile, Merrick picked up the rifle and began to check his carving.

“There’s a point in the future where the Empire begins to equip native warriors, but only those who have become Deathsworn, having bound themselves to serve the Empire and fight the scaled beasts.”

Sellie knew Merrick was talking about his own future, though she didn’t quite understand how it worked. She could tell from his voice how painful the memory he spoke of was, so she sat with him in silence as he double-checked his carvings.

“In order to test this out, we’ll need to fill it with a mana-conductive metal, like silver,” Merrick said. “Let’s go talk to Elder Rama.”

Carrying the rifle, Merrick and Sellie went to find the elder and discovered him sitting on his stool in the boatyard. After greeting the elder, Merrick explained what he was looking for, and Elder Rama nodded and jumped up.

“Sure,” he said. “We have a metalworker in the village who can do inlay. Let me take you.”

On the other side of the village, they came to a simple forge and Elder Rama called an old Teresk man out of his house, introducing him to Merrick as Ermine. As Merrick explained what he needed, Ermine examined the rifle and then nodded.

“So you’re looking for a filler, something to inlay in the wood.”

“Exactly,” Merrick said. “However, the conditions are pretty specific. It has to be a single, unbroken piece, and I also need to be careful not to damage the wood. Otherwise, it won’t work.”

Nodding, Ermine gestured for Merrick to follow and brought him into the forge.

“We have a specialized paste that we use to protect the wood from heat,” he said. “We actually do a fair amount of inlay. The question is, what sort of metal do you want in the middle?”

“Silver, if possible,” Merrick said, “as it conducts mana well.”

“Sure, we can do that. Do you have any silver?”

Before Merrick could reply, Elder Rama stepped forward. He had followed them into the forge and was quick to jump into the conversation.

“We’ll provide the silver,” Elder Rama said. “Whatever Merrick needs, the village will give.”

Nodding, Ermine placed the rifle down on his anvil and pointed to a stone pot.

“Drop the silver in there and I’ll start the forge going.”

As much as he wanted to help, Merrick didn’t know anything about forging, though he learned quite a bit watching Ermine work. The blacksmith started by adding coals to the forge and lighting the fire. He fanned air into it with a large fan until all of the coals were lit and glowing with a blue-tinged flame.

Elder Rama left and then returned, bearing a number of silver trinkets which were broken down and dropped into the stone pot, which Ermine put in the middle of the coals. Then it was a matter of waiting for the silver to melt, and as they did, Ermine took out a special paste and began to coat the areas of the rifle where the silver would be poured.

The afternoon trickled by as they waited, and almost two hours later the silver, which had transformed into a bright goop, was ready to be poured. Asking Merrick for his help, Ermine gave him a pair of thick mitts, which they used to lift the stone pot from the coals and carefully tilted, pouring the silver into a smaller cup.

Grabbing the cup, Ermine carefully traced the lines Merrick had carved into the rifle, and Merrick watched breathlessly as the silver expanded, filling the thin lines until they were completely full. Twice they had to refill the small cup from the pot, moving as swiftly as possible to keep the silver that had already been poured from cooling completely. It was tense work, and when they were finally finished, Merrick found himself sweating. Holding up the rifle, Ermine examined it with a critical eye and then nodded.

“There’s a bit of overfill,” he said, “but that’s to be expected. We’ll file that down, and then you should be good to go.”

Walking over to one of his shelves, he picked up a couple of files and handed them to Merrick. “Here you go. You can use the vice, though I’d recommend you simply hold the rifle in your hand. Use a long sliding motion to get the best effect, and once you’ve filed down the larger bumps, use this smaller file to smooth it out. I’ve also got a polishing cloth here you can use. It’s less rough than the files but will still take a little bit off. However, you should probably leave it for tomorrow, as it’s just about time for the feast.”

Realizing it was quite late, Merrick thanked Ermine and brought the rifle and files back to his room where he met Sellie and Maro, who were waiting for him to return so they could go and eat.

“There you are,” Maro said. “I’m hungry. Let’s go.”

Putting down the rifle, Merrick and his friends headed for the center of town, where large tables had been set up, along with benches that were already packed with people. The feast had begun, but one of the spirit warriors, spotting Merrick, rushed over and greeted them.

“Come, come,” he said. “We were about to send out a search party to find you.”
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The warrior brought them through the crowd to the head table, where Elder Rama and a few other village elders sat, and standing up, Elder Rama gave Merrick a warrior’s salute and then gestured to the table.

“Sit. You are our guest of honor tonight.”

Slightly embarrassed, the three young spirit warriors sat down. The tables were piled high with food, and more seemed to arrive all the time, so it was with some relish that Maro dug in. Finding himself seated next to Elder Rama on one side and Sellie on the other, Merrick took some meat from one of the platters to put on his plate as the elder poured him a glass of a strong-smelling spirit.

“Come, drink with me and have your fill. You have earned it.”

Thankful that the Teresk weren’t much for speeches, Merrick lifted his glass to the sky, joining Elder Rama, whose glass was already raised. Seeing them, the other spirit warriors began to do the same, and soon every glass in the center of the village was lifted up.

“To the Great Spirit Jaguar! To our new brothers and sisters! May your fangs be ever sharp!”

There was a loud shout from the villagers, and then everyone drank. The alcohol burned as it slipped down Merrick’s throat, and he had to stifle his cough. This wasn’t the first time he’d had alcohol, but he had certainly never drunk anything quite this potent. Grinning widely, Elder Rama slapped him on the shoulder, nearly causing him to spill his drink.

“It’s good, isn’t it?” the elder said. “Come, tonight is a night of feasting. Don’t hold yourself back.”

The warriors of the Hidden Leaf tribe certainly practiced what they preached, and soon the night was filled with raucous yells and laughter. A few hours into the feast, two of the jaguar warriors jumped up and rushed into the center of the tables. As if anticipating this, the villagers all retreated, making a wide space for them. Facing off against each other, the jaguar warriors slapped their chests and let out roars, then lunged toward one another, their hands locking together as they began to heave this way and that, each trying to throw the other to the ground.

With a fierce wrench, one twisted his waist, managing to destabilize his opponent and throw him through the air. With cat-like grace, his opponent leaned into the throw, spinning in midair and landing with his feet on the ground. There was a roar of approval from the watching crowd as the two men lunged toward one another again. Maro, who had been sitting next to Sellie, watched with bright eyes, and seeing the excited look on his face, Elder Rama grinned.

“If you’d like to match yourselves against any of our warriors, you can feel free to join,” he said.

Maro didn’t need any more prompting. He rose to his feet even before the current fight ended. As soon as one of the warriors landed on his back, Maro hopped over the table in front of him and strode toward the center of the ring. He was by far the largest Teresk in the village, but that didn’t stop one of the older jaguar warriors from rushing out to meet him.

The spirit warriors of the Hidden Leaf tribe were all powerfully built, their bodies carrying an almost abnormal amount of muscle. Yet for all their bulk, they were incredibly agile and seemed to almost always land on their feet, no matter how they were tossed through the air. Despite their strength and skill, the first jaguar warrior to fight against Maro found himself completely outmatched. Maro’s natural strength, enhanced by his blessing, gave him a level of strength that was simply impossible to compete with.

After making the mistake of engaging Maro directly, the jaguar warrior found himself lifted from the ground and tossed over a dozen feet. Slamming into the dirt, he quickly rolled over and bounced up, but the dust coating his shoulder meant he had lost. Letting out a loud roar, Maro slammed his fist against his chest as half a dozen other Hidden Leaf spirit warriors jumped up, eager to do battle with the giant. The next three warriors lost in rapid succession. Finally, slapping the table in front of him hard enough to cause the plates to jump, Elder Rama stood up.

“Since when have the warriors of the Hidden Leaf been so weak?” he yelled, and cheers erupted from the crowd as he strode forward to confront Maro.

Up until this point, none of the other spirit warriors had been able to handle Maro’s brute strength. But this time, as Elder Rama lunged forward and met Maro’s hands with his own, the two seemed evenly matched. Muscles bulged as the two men strained against one another, shifting this way and that as they sought to destabilize their opponent’s stance.

Finally, with a roar, Maro pressed forward and then jerked back, attempting to lift Elder Rama from the ground. Yet rather than resist, the elder stepped into the pull, pressing forward much faster than Maro had anticipated and causing the larger young man to rock back on his heels. With a skillful twist of his wrists, Elder Rama used his toe to hook Maro’s ankle, pulling him off balance and tripping him. With a crash, Maro slammed into the ground and the villagers went wild. Amid the cheers, Elder Rama helped Maro up from the ground, eyeing his muscular form with appreciation.

“You’re tremendously strong, young man. Truly blessed. As you continue to grow, you will make a formidable foe. Tell me, have I introduced you to my granddaughter?”

Amidst the laughter, Maro blushed red and shook his head, lost for words.

“Then let’s not waste any time,” Elder Rama said, slapping him on the arm.

Watching as Maro was dragged off by the enthusiastic elder, Merrick chuckled and then froze when he felt Sellie’s hand slip around his bicep. Turning to look at her, he saw her smile sweetly, the tips of her cute ears faintly pink.

“Just in case anybody gets it in their head to introduce you to their granddaughters,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

Unable to help the flutter of nervousness in his chest, Merrick covered her hand with his and scooted closer to where she sat. The feast continued late into the night, an endless parade of food appearing in front of them until the table sagged under its weight.

At some point, Elder Rama returned, a pleased smile on his face, and though Merrick was quite curious, as Maro was nowhere in sight, he figured his large friend was more than capable of taking care of himself. Besides, Merrick was quite enjoying spending time with Sellie, and as the moon began its slow descent toward the horizon, they finally headed off to bed.

Merrick had fully expected the village to be quiet the next day, but it was anything but. The Hidden Leaf village bustled with activity as the villagers continued to sort through their gains. Many of them were particularly interested in the tents, and there was fierce bargaining over who would get to use the fabric they were made from.

Merrick worked on the rifle inlay, taking his time as he carefully smoothed it out. By the second day, the silver mana circuit traced out on the butt of the rifle was completely integrated with the wooden stock, perfectly smooth and with no visible seam. Carrying the rifle to Ermine, Merrick had him double-check it, and once he had given his seal of approval, Merrick put the finishing touches on it, using a bit of oil and a rag to polish it up. He’d like to test out of the rifle to see if it worked, but since he already had mana circuits he would need to find someone else to experiment with the altered weapon.

Maro had been busy for the last few days, being dragged here and there by a pretty young woman whom Merrick assumed was Elder Rama’s granddaughter. His large friend seemed rather smitten, and Merrick couldn’t blame him, as Pita was lively, engaging, and quite good-looking.

Sellie had been busy too, though in her case it was because she had been training with the village’s spirit warriors, learning some of their bow technique. The jaguar warriors favored short bows because they were easier to wield in the jungle environment, and Sellie had been having a blast learning the intricacies of firing one. On the third morning, Merrick gathered the other two and sat them down to talk over what they would do next.

“Are we leaving?” Maro asked.

Merrick hesitated for a moment and then shrugged.

“I need to continue to the Jaguar temple,” he said, “and then from there I’ll likely head to the next Great Spirit temple. But just because I’m going doesn’t mean you have to.”

Though it had only been a few days, Maro and Pita seemed rather attached, and Merrick had no desire to get in the way of his friend’s budding love. Rolling his eyes, Maro reached over and pushed Merrick’s shoulder.

“Oh, come on. You know I’m not going to miss going with you. Don’t even joke about that.”

Holding up his hands, Merrick nodded.

“Fine,” he said. “In that case, yes, we’re leaving. I’m going to go and speak to Elder Rama today about the Jaguar temple. I’d like to leave by noon if possible.”

“I’ll gather my things,” Sellie said, and Maro nodded in agreement.

Like normal, Merrick found Elder Rama sitting on his stool in the boatyard. As soon as the elder saw him, he took his pipe out of his mouth and smiled.

“Finally on your way?” he asked.

Merrick nodded.

“Yes, it’s time we headed on.”

“Where do you go next?” Elder Rama asked. “We can provide a guide if it’s in our hunting grounds.”

“We’re looking for the temple of Jaguar,” Merrick said.

Elder Rama’s smile faltered, and his brow furrowed as he regarded Merrick seriously.

“That’s a dangerous place,” he said. “So dangerous that even our spirit warriors don’t go there anymore.”

Curious, Merrick cocked his head to the side.

What makes it so dangerous?”

“Since a year ago, Jaguar has not accepted anyone into his territory, and his servants attack on sight. The temple has effectively been sealed.”

Frowning, Merrick glanced to the northeast. In the direction, the faint pull of his quest was leading him.

“Do you know why?” he asked.

But Elder Rama shook his head. “No, as I said, it happened approximately a year ago, and since then we’ve stayed clear. The Great Spirit’s servants are strong and deadly, much larger than your average jaguar warrior. As long as we stay outside of their territory, they don’t seem to care. But as soon as we sent warriors in to try and approach the temple, they attacked with the clear intent to kill. I won’t try and dissuade you, as I can see you are determined to go. Just understand the risk you undertake.”

“Thank you,” Merrick said, nodding. “Would you be able to provide directions to make it easier for us to get there?”

“Of course,” Elder Rama said. “If you follow the northern side of the lake, you’ll come to a major stream heading north. Cross over, follow it ten miles up, and you’ll arrive at the territory of the Jaguar. As the river curves to the northwest, head straight away from it and you’ll find the great temple. It’s a massive structure, almost impossible to miss, as it’s close to the size of one of the mountains.”

“Thank you,” Merrick said, bowing to Elder Rama. “I genuinely appreciate all of the help you have given us. It pales in comparison to what we have done for you.”

After saying his goodbyes, Merrick met up with Maro and Sellie on the edge of the village. He was about to greet them when he saw a slight movement behind Maro and realized it was Pita. At first, Merrick thought she was there to say goodbye, but then he saw the bow she carried and the pack on her back. His eyes narrowed. He glanced at Sellie, who had an amused expression on her face, and then at Maro, who looked rather helpless. Stepping forward, Pita bowed to Merrick.

“I have decided to follow Maro,” she said quietly, “to become his wife.”

Caught completely off guard, Merrick turned to look at Maro, whose face was bright red. Realizing that he wasn’t denying it, Merrick rubbed his forehead and turned back to Pita.

“The path we take is dangerous,” Merrick said, “and there’s no guarantee we’ll be able to preserve your life.”

“I understand the risks,” Pita said. “Maro has told me much of your adventures so far, but if I am to be his wife, I must walk beside him, just as Sellie walks beside you.”

This time it was Merrick’s turn to blush, causing Maro to laugh.

“It would be nice to have another girl around,” Sellie said quietly, taking Merrick’s arm. “Pita is a spirit warrior, blessed by Wolf.”

“All right,” Merrick said, “you can come with us, at least until we leave the jungle.”

“Thank you,” Pita said, bowing again, a small smile gracing her lips.

With that settled, Merrick set their direction, and the four of them began to travel around the lake. They moved quickly, and Merrick was gratified to see Pita could keep up without trouble. It took them the rest of the day, and the entirety of the following, to reach the river Elder Rama had mentioned. After crossing it, they camped along the beach, catching some fish for their dinner. Pita had discovered some berry bushes as they traveled and gathered a few handfuls of the bright red berries. She used them to season the fish, adding a sweet and slightly tangy flavor that was absolutely delicious.

The next morning, the four of them began traveling up the river, moving swiftly along its edge until it began to curve. Spending one more night along the river bank, they headed into the jungle the next day, traveling directly away from the river as Elder Rama had instructed.

As they left the river behind, Merrick started to notice traces of large cats appearing more often and noticed a distinct lack of mid-sized prey. Up until that point, they had run across a good number of wild pigs and even spotted some bush deer in the distance. But now they found the jungle almost entirely devoid of animals. The occasional bird would flit by, noticeably silent, before vanishing into the canopy, and even the insects seemed afraid to make noise.

The stillness produced a worrying feeling, and though Merrick had no trouble ignoring it, the others weren’t quite so immune to its effect. Sellie seemed to do the best of the other three, while Maro and Pita grew more and more jumpy as time passed. Merrick was leading the way, walking around a large tree with branches that spread in every direction, when he heard a faint hiss and Emerald’s voice spoke in his mind.

“I can smell jaguar,” she said. “Be careful.”
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Nodding, Merrick paused, lifting the rifle in his hands as he closed his eyes and listened. The change in the atmosphere was exceptionally noticeable in the song of the world, and he heard a faint, scraping melody that trembled and wavered as if it was trying to remain hidden. Focusing on it, Merrick felt the slight pull as he identified which direction it was coming from, and without warning, he spun, his rifle coming up to his shoulder.

There in one of the branches, completely still save for the faint flick of its tail, was a massive jaguar, staring down at him with yellow eyes. Its spotted fur allowed it to blend with the leaves around it perfectly, enabling it to remain hidden from even Merrick’s sharp senses. The jaguar stared at Merrick for a moment, and then, with a swish of its tail, turned and leapt up to a higher branch, retreating. Pita, who was standing half behind Merrick, let out the breath she was holding as Sellie slowly lowered her bow.

“Why didn’t it attack?” Maro asked, his eyes on the retreating cat.

“I’m not sure,” Merrick said. “Come on, let’s keep moving.”

Four more times over the next few hours, they saw other jaguars, each just as large as the first, but each time they would stare at Merrick for a bit and then retreat. Merrick wasn’t sure why the jaguars weren’t attacking, though he suspected it had something to do with his blessing, and after continuing on for another dozen miles they finally saw the temple in the distance, a massive structure that rose high above the trees.

It was a step pyramid, with large staircases on each side. There was a statue at the top of the temple shaped like a reclining jaguar. Taken aback by how large it was, Merrick shot a glance at Emerald, who let out a disdainful hiss.

“Jaguar always thinks he’s the best,” she said. “But he’s wrong. Snakes are the best, and I’m the queen of snakes.”

Amused, Merrick stroked the top of her head, causing her to close her eyes and hiss happily. Merrick had geared himself up for a fight, so to pass through the jungle completely unmolested threw him off. That changed, however, when they stepped out of the thick jungle and saw the base of the giant step pyramid. There, standing in front of the staircase, were six powerfully built warriors, each wearing a jaguar mask. They carried heavy clubs studded with black obsidian. The clubs were covered with dark crimson stains that was clearly dried blood, and the warriors gave off a dangerous air. Looking forward, one of the warriors lifted his club to point at Merrick.

“Turn back,” he said. “The temple is closed to outsiders.”

“I’m not an outsider,” Merrick replied calmly. “I bear Jaguar’s blessing.”

“None but the guardians can enter,” the warrior said, shaking his head. “Turn back, or we will attack.”

Frowning, Merrick glanced at the massive pyramid with the jaguar statue on top. From here, it looked like the giant jaguar statue was staring down, regarding him and his friends with a disinterested gaze.

“Merrick, should we go?” Sellie asked, tugging on his shirt.

Merrick didn’t have to look at his friends to know that all three of them wanted to retreat. He could feel it himself, a faint sense of fear racing through him, causing his heart to pound and his mouth to dry up. Blinking, he looked at the warriors and was stunned to find that they seemed to have grown bigger, more dangerous-looking. An intense bloodlust had begun to emerge from them, and Merrick felt a cold chill run down his spine.

It was an instinctive reaction, a signal from his mind that he was about to encounter a bad situation, one he likely couldn’t overcome. For a moment, he wondered if it would be better to retreat, to find another way. He was about to step back when he felt a faint thrum in his heart and stopped, rocking back on his heels as he shook his head. Instead of stepping back, he stepped forward. His gaze growing hard as he stared at the jaguar warriors blocking his path, Merrick said, “Move,” the tip of his rifle lifting slightly. The spirit warrior with the jaguar mask stepped forward with a low growl.

“Maybe you didn’t hear me,” he began to say, his voice promising violence if Merrick didn’t listen.

Merrick responded by taking a quick step forward and thrusting his rifle out, catching the jaguar warrior in the throat. With a gurgling sound, the man’s words cut off and he staggered backward, clutching at his throat in shock. Merrick didn’t want to kill them if he didn’t have to, so he tossed his rifle into the air, drew his spears, and activated his serpent tattoo, all in one smooth motion.

The jaguar warriors, who had begun to lift their clubs, now slowed, as if their bodies were mired in a thick liquid. Merrick darted forward, reversing his spears and using the butt end to attack. He slammed one into the side of one of the warriors’ heads and then spun, hitting another in the solar plexus. In a flurry of blows, he hammered at his opponents until, a few seconds later, the world sped back up and the jaguar warriors crumbled to the ground.

Merrick’s heart was pounding, as acting under the intense state of fear covering the area caused him to expend more energy than normal. Seeing the enemy warriors had collapsed to the ground, Maro, whose expression was pale, suddenly let out a heavy grunt and took a big step forward. He stooped, picking up one of the fallen clubs and lifted it into the air.

“Say the word,” he said to Merrick, whose chest was heaving, as he lifted the club above one of the fallen jaguar warriors.

Merrick could see the intense dread in Maro’s eyes, yet his large friend had stepped forward, despite his fear, to support Merrick. Taking a deep breath, Merrick looked up the staircase at the massive statue of the jaguar staring down at them. He didn’t say anything to Maro, simply giving his big friend a nod of thanks, and then he began walking up the stairs, one step at a time.

The feeling of fear shrouding him began to grow stronger with every step he took until Merrick felt his body begin to shiver. Though he knew he was walking up the steps of the temple, Merrick had the strangest impression that every step was a massive cliff falling away in front of him, and that by taking the step he would tumble down to his death. Yet his footsteps never wavered, continuing steadily as he climbed.

Next came doubts creeping into his heart, infiltrating his mind, asking him if he was truly strong enough for what lay ahead, asking him if he actually thought he had a chance of defeating his enemies. A scaled beast, an enemy not even the Empire could defeat. To say nothing of the massive war machine of the Empire itself that had crushed millions of people like Merrick into dust.

Merrick didn’t try and fight the words seeping into his mind. Instead, he let them linger for a moment and then resolutely stepped past them, continuing his slow climb up the temple staircase. The entire time, his eyes were fixed on the massive statue ahead, staring into Jaguar’s eyes as he set his face resolutely toward the top and continued on.

With every step, the sense of hopelessness and dread grew. Yet at some point, Merrick found his heart growing light, his breath coming easier, and the trembling in his limbs ceasing. None of the words he heard, none of the feelings he was experiencing, were wrong. It was an impossible fight. The path before him was a giant abyss waiting to swallow him whole. Yet what did that matter? Just because it was hard didn’t mean he would stop. Just because his chances of success were low didn’t mean he wouldn’t try. Success wasn’t even a consideration for him. As he knew full well, it was unlikely. Rather, his focus was on putting one foot in front of the other, taking one step at a time, until he arrived at his destination.

Time seemed to stretch into nothingness, and then, suddenly, Merrick found himself face to face with a jaguar larger than any he had ever seen. Staring up at the massive creature, Merrick felt something stir on his arm and saw Emerald, her form ethereal and a dozen times larger than her normal size, wrapped around his left arm, her head rising up above his shoulder. She let out a low hiss, clearly displeased with the way Jaguar was looking at Merrick.

“Hush, child,” a deep voice rumbled. “I mean him no harm, and I will not take him from you. Though, as agreed, you will have to share.”

Hissing again, Emerald glared at the giant cat for a few moments and then nodded her head.

“I hate sharing,” she grumbled as she began to withdraw, pulling back into the tattoo on Merrick’s arm.

Merrick thought he caught a hint of a smile in Jaguar’s expression, but then the cat turned his eyes on Merrick, nothing but a deadly seriousness in his gaze.

“You do well, warrior,” the giant cat said. “Your will is stronger than any I have seen. Though will alone will not allow you to succeed in what comes.”

“I know,” Merrick said, glancing around. When he had first seen Jaguar, he thought he had arrived at the top of the temple, but in fact he stood in an empty, mist-filled space, just as he had when he spoke with Snake. Turning his gaze back to Jaguar, Merrick regarded him calmly.

“I have many questions,” he said. “Can you answer them?”

“Not all of them, no,” Jaguar replied. “My power wanes, and it will soon come time for you to take it. However, I will answer what I can.”

Bowing his head in thanks, Merrick wasted no time.

“Are you from the future?”

“Not precisely, no, though like you, I too have memories of what could be.”

“Does the sealed palace of the Teresk Empire hold the key to defending this world?”

“Yes,” Jaguar said, his voice filled with certainty. “Only by awakening this world’s true Great Spirit will you be able to reestablish this world’s borders.”

“What happened to make the spirit fall asleep? Why does it need to be awakened?”

Slowly, Jaguar shook his large head.

“Those events took place far before my time,” he said. “Before any of the current spirits’ time.”

“And how do I wake up this Great Spirit?” Merrick asked.

“Unsealing the Seat of Ascension requires the emissary of each of the five guardian beasts,” Jaguar said, his voice starting to grow faint. “But the soul of a single emissary is not sufficient to carry the weight of the world spirit. Only by strengthening your soul, by binding yourself to all five spirits, will you be able to shoulder the burden. The oath we swore was to give ourselves to you, granting the strength to call forth the soul of this world once more.”

Though he wished to ask more questions, Merrick knew he would get no more answers, at least from Jaguar. The Great Spirit’s body had begun to fade, transforming into mist before Merrick’s very eyes. With a complex look, Jaguar lifted his head and stared up into the sky.

“As we have sworn, let it be.”

His words rumbled through the air and his chest suddenly split open, threads of crimson darting toward Merrick. They invaded every part of his body, vanishing as rapidly as they had appeared, and with a sound he saw two notifications appear.

[Ding. Congratulations, you have completed your quest.]

[Ding. You have gained one soul shard and one major blessing.]

Seeing the familiar silver crystal appear, Merrick closed his eyes as the pain from the crimson threads faded and the silver crystal shot into him, transforming into a jaguar tattoo that covered his right arm, from his forearm to his chest. Breathing in deeply, Merrick felt his body adapting to the increase in power. When he opened his eyes, he saw the Warrior standing in front of him.

“Your will is resolute, young one, as it will need to be to face the dangers that lie ahead. It is not enough for you to follow my path. Unlock the power of the spirits if you wish to reveal the path of victory.”

There was a part of Merrick that wished he had the choice of using the major blessing he had just received to unlock more skills, but that didn’t seem to be an option, so Merrick focused on the three remaining Great Spirits he could select from. The first was Falcon, swift and far-seeing. Next to her was Bear, strong and savage. Last came Wolf, cunning and relentless.

Thinking it through left Merrick no closer to making a decision than when he started, and taking a deep breath, he followed his gut, selecting Falcon. The other guardians faded away, and after regarding him with her gleaming eyes, Falcon flapped her wings, shooting forward into his chest. A moment later, everything began to fade and Merrick opened his eyes, finding himself face to face with the massive jaguar statue. Bowing deeply, he silently thanked the Great Spirit for his sacrifice.

He was just about to turn and head down the steps when he felt a light tug at his pants, and glancing down, saw a tiny kitten biting at his ankle. At first Merrick was surprised, and crouching down, he stretched his hand out to the kitten. With a low growl, the kitten jumped forward and suddenly bit down on his finger, drawing a bit of blood. Afraid he might fling the cat from the top of the temple if he jerked his hand, Merrick didn’t pull away.

There was a flash as Emerald darted off of his wrist and lunged toward the kitten, mouth open as if she was about to bite it. Yowling, the cat jumped backward, arching its back, its fur and tail standing up straight. Hissing, Emerald shook her head back and forth aggressively.

“Get off. How dare you attack him,” she said. “He’s my emissary.”

“He’s my emissary too,” the kitten replied, his voice just as high-pitched as Emerald’s, though slightly more masculine.

Watching the two little creatures bicker, Merrick felt a headache coming on. For some reason, he had thought Emerald was a unique case, but now he had a sinking feeling that he’d be collecting a small menagerie of baby Great Spirits. Reaching down, he picked up both of them by the scruffs of their necks and lifted them into the air.

“No fighting,” he said. “I have enough to worry about without worrying about the two of you.”
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With a pouting hiss, Emerald wriggled free of his fingers and wrapped herself around his wrist, shooting a disdainful look at the kitten.

“I was his first spirit, so he’s my emissary first,” she said and then went inert, clearly intent on ignoring whatever reply the kitten mustered.

Hissing his displeasure, the cat batted his little paws in the air as if he wanted to smack her. Taking a moment to examine the kitten, Merrick saw that he was mostly black, with faint jaguar markings on his dark fur.

“What’s your name?” he asked. The kitten looked up at him and shook his head.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t have a name.”

“All right, then you’re Shadow,” Merrick replied, standing up.

“Ooh, Shadow’s a good name,” the little jaguar said as Merrick placed him in his other palm.

“Tell me, Shadow, can you transform into something like Emerald can?”

Glancing at Emerald, who was wrapped twice around Merrick’s wrist, Shadow looked disdainful.

“I can do better than that,” he said, and in a flash he had hopped over to Merrick’s other wrist, transforming into a bronze bracelet that carried an etched jaguar leaping through the air.

The bracelet was four inches wide and thick, feeling more like a piece of armor than a piece of jewelry, and it fit Merrick’s arm perfectly to the point where if he wasn’t looking at it, he wouldn’t even know it was on his wrist. Giving the bracelet a nod, Merrick turned and headed down the stairs to where Maro, Sellie, and Pita were still watching over the downed jaguar warriors. None of them had tried to resist, and the intense feeling of fear that had shrouded the area earlier was gone, leaving Maro and the others much more relaxed.

“I’m done,” Merrick said.

“What should we do with them?” Maro asked, gesturing to the spirit warriors in the jaguar masks.

“Let them be,” Merrick replied. “We have no quarrel with them.”

Nodding, Maro took a big step back, though he didn’t let go of the obsidian-studded club he held. Slowly, the jaguar warrior got to his feet and then knelt down, facing Merrick. The other warriors did the same.

“The temple guard greets the emissary,” the jaguar warrior said, a faint tremble in his voice.

“How long have you served here?” Merrick asked.

“Since I became a spirit warrior,” the temple guard replied. “It’s been almost fifty years.”

“Thank you for your faithful service,” Merrick said, causing the temple guard to bow his head even lower.

“It is my duty and glory,” he replied, his tone entirely serious. “We are yours to command.”

Frowning, Merrick shook his head.

“I have no need of you, so you’re welcome to do whatever you would like.”

“No, Emissary,” the guard replied, his tone resolute. “The duties of the temple guard are clear. We exist to protect Jaguar and to serve as his hands and feet. You are Jaguar, and so we serve you.”

Before Merrick could say anything, Sellie jumped into the conversation.

“Are there more of you?” she asked, but the temple guard didn’t answer, causing Merrick to frown.

“Answer her question,” he said, annoyed.

“No, only the six of us remain,” the temple guard said.

“And what are your names?” Sellie asked.

This time, the temple guard only hesitated slightly before answering.

“I am Jaguar One. The others are Jaguars Two, Three, Four, Five, and Six.”

“Wow, creative naming,” Maro said, causing Pita to giggle.

Suppressing the smile that rose to his face, Merrick gestured for Jaguar One to rise.

“I really don’t need you to serve me,” he said. “You’re free to do whatever you want.”

Jaguar One didn’t even grace Merrick’s declaration with a response and instead stood quietly by, regarding Merrick evenly.

“They’re not going to leave,” Sellie said, patting Merrick on the shoulder. “You might as well accept them.”

Merrick’s headache grew stronger as he stared at the jaguar-masked spirit warriors, and they stared back at him.

“Fine,” he said, ignoring the hint of relief in Jaguar One’s eyes. “However, if you want to serve me, then you have to listen to what I say.”

“Of course, Emissary. Your word is our law.”

“Good,” Merrick said. “In that case, let me introduce you to your new leader.”

Before she knew what was happening, Merrick grabbed Sellie by the shoulders and pulled her in front of him.

“This is Sellie. She speaks for me. Which means, whatever she tells you to do, you’re going to do. If you want direction, ask her. If you want to know what to do next, ask her. If you have any questions, ask her.”

“Hey, you can’t just—” Covering Sellie’s mouth with his hand, Merrick smiled widely.

“I’m the Emissary of Jaguar. I can do whatever I want.”

Jaguar One gave Sellie a conflicted look, but before he could protest, Maro stepped forward and patted him on the shoulder.

“They’re a couple,” he said, his voice clearly audible to everyone despite the fact that he whispered. “So if you can get on her good side, you’ll be all set.”

Sellie turned and gave Merrick an arch look, as if asking if he agreed. Smiling down at her, Merrick took his hand from her lips and put it around her shoulder, pulling her close.

“As I said, her words are my words, and you are to treat her as you treat me.”

Feeling Sellie wiggle happily next to him, Merrick found his cheeks flushing. Though whether it was from embarrassment or something else, he wasn’t sure. Seeing Pita and Maro both grinning at him, Merrick coughed lightly.

“Ahem. Regardless, we should get going.”

[Ding. Continuation quest issued. Find the Great Spirit Falcon and become her emissary. Reward: soul shard, major blessing.]

Feeling a shiver in his spirit, Merrick closed his eyes and sensed the thread pulling him toward Falcon. It stretched far to the east, and after a few moments, Merrick pulled out his map to confirm the location. Falcon’s temple was past the jungle, across an area of badlands, and perched on a large mountain far to the east. It would take months to travel that distance, and Merrick realized it would be heading into winter when they arrived.

“Let’s set up camp,” Merrick said, “and then we can talk about what comes next.”

The six jaguar warriors immediately sprang into action, leading Merrick and the others into the jungle. After a few minutes of walking, they entered a clearing where there was a small pond and a large cave.

“This is our home,” Jaguar One said. “Please, feel free to use it as a camp.”

Heading into the cave, Merrick saw that there were dozens of rooms carved out, each containing a bed and a hollow in the rocks where fresh water gathered, fed from a spring hidden further back in the cave. It was the same spring that fed the pond, allowing the jaguar warriors to raise fish. Though the accommodations were rather spartan, the cave was comfortable, and Merrick and the others happily settled down.

As much as he felt an impulse to rush off, immediately heading for the next temple, Merrick knew he needed to spend some time coming to understand his powers and making a new plan. The most important thing in his mind was figuring out how to level up. He currently had 48 experience points, which meant he needed 112 to level up. The fastest way to do that would undoubtedly be to go on a hunting spree, targeting scaled beasts or prospectors. Merrick had gained twenty-four experience points from the four prospectors he had killed in the ambush outside of Hidden Leaf Village, and he thought that finding another group of raiders and eliminating them might be a good solution. The challenge was where to find them. An alternative was to head south into the mountains and begin hunting the scaled beasts. Though even more efficient than trying to kill the prospectors, as the scaled beasts were much more plentiful, it was also a much more dangerous path, since as soon as he started killing them the scaled beasts would swarm everywhere.

Putting the question of how to level up aside, Merrick spent a little bit of time trying to understand his new abilities. Just as when he had absorbed Snake’s heart, Merrick found his body had improved once again. This time, in addition to a slight increase in strength and speed, Merrick’s agility had shot up. No matter how he moved, he always seemed to be able to maintain his balance, and even when his body twisted at bizarre angles, he had no trouble transitioning into the next position. On top of that, he found himself possessing a certain steadiness of spirit, as if his soul had gained additional weight, and though it was subtle, he realized that when he spoke, everyone around him paid closer attention.

It wasn’t as if they hadn’t paid attention before, but Merrick could feel the power contained in his words. This tracked with the abilities he had yet to unlock in Jaguar’s skill tree, and Merrick had a feeling that when he did unlock them they would be perfected, just as Snake’s had been. This only increased his desire to level up, and he began to think seriously about what his options were. The next morning, he spoke with Maro and Sellie as Pita listened from the side.

“I need to hunt,” Merrick said, kicking off the conversation. “It’s hard to explain, but I need to hunt scaled beasts. Now hear me out before you just reject what I’m about to say. I think I’d like the three of you to head east, toward Falcon’s temple. It’ll take months to get there, and I’ll meet you along the way.”

“What are you going to be doing?” Sellie asked, her eyes narrowed as she stared at Merrick.

Feeling slightly uncomfortable, Merrick offered her a half-hearted smile.

“I’m going to go south, into the mountains, and I’m going to kill scaled beasts.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Maro asked, frowning. “They tend to run in pretty large packs.”

“They do,” Merrick said, “but I can move quietly enough that I should be able to avoid them. I’ll take a couple rifles with me and kill from a distance. By the time the scaled beasts realize I’m there, I’ll be gone. Traveling alone, there’s no way they’ll be able to catch me.”

To his surprise, Sellie sighed and nodded.

“Once again, I’m really frustrated that you’re right. If you’re telling the truth and you do need to kill scaled beasts, it’s best that you go alone, as you can actually stay hidden. All together, they’d spot us in an instant.”

The sense of frustration Sellie was giving off was potent, and after thinking for a moment, Merrick reached out and took her hand.

“I don’t like it any more than you do,” he said, “but I’m not sure what else to do, and there is something you can help me with. It shouldn’t take me long to complete my hunt, and once I do, I’ll come and meet you. In the meantime, I need you to locate raiders, groups of prospectors who are attacking Teresk villages. I need you to find them and track them.”

“Why do you need raiders?” Maro asked as Sellie gave Merrick a contemplative look.

“Because I’m going to kill them,” Merrick replied calmly. “Raiders are a bane on our world, and I intend to eliminate all of them. The problem is, they often masquerade as regular prospectors, and I can’t afford to make a mistake. The majority of the prospectors occupy towns on the plains. There are five of them. Let me show you.”

Getting out his map, Merrick pointed them out. “Coldwater, in the southwest. Red Gulch, in the northwest. In the Badlands, Ember, and east, below Ember, is Fort Avery. Far to the southeast is Darkwood. There are a couple other towns scattered around, but those five are the main gathering points. Red Gulch is the closest, on the edge of the mountain range south of here. It would be a big help if you would head there ahead of me, and I’ll meet you when I’m done. It’s a dangerous town, so you’ll have to be careful.”

Picking up the rifle he had laid next to him, Merrick held it out to Sellie.

“It doesn’t work quite as well as I was hoping, but I also want you to practice with this. See if you can figure out how to trigger it. Unfortunately I can’t test it, since I already have a mana circuit implanted.”

Taking the rifle, Sellie examined the silver linework set in the stock. Seeing her reach out to touch it, Merrick quickly stopped her.

“Be very careful when touching that,” he said. “I don’t know how easily it’ll trigger.”

“Let’s go and find out,” she said, jumping to her feet and hurrying out of the cave.

Following after her, they found a spot in the jungle and Sellie began to try and see if she could activate the mana circuit. At first when she touched the silver lines nothing happened, and after poking the rifle a few times, she frowned and placed her hand on it, gripping it as she had seen Merrick grip his. Her hand intersected with the lines at a couple of different points, and calming down, she began to try and push mana from her body into the lines. As with her first tries, nothing happened. But then Merrick, who was watching closely, saw a few of the lines start to light up. They faded before the entire circuit was filled, and Sellie let out an exhausted breath.

“Whew, that’s hard,” she said. Still, Merrick was quite excited.

The fact that she had been able to light up any of the mana circuits meant there was hope for her to light up the whole thing. Doing so would trigger the manastone, producing a blast of mana to travel down the barrel, allowing the rifle to emit its dangerous beam.

“It looks like it’ll work,” he said. “That’s amazing.”

“It is amazing,” Sellie said, looking at the beautiful line work on the stock of the rifle. “It’ll take me some practice, but I should be able to get it.”

“Which means when we join back up, you’ll be even deadlier than you are now.”

Biting her lip, Sellie stepped forward and hugged Merrick.

“It makes me nervous,” she said. “The thought of you going into the mountains alone.”

“You don’t have to worry,” Merrick said. “I’m pretty strong.”

“That’s what makes me the most nervous,” she replied, slapping at his chest lightly. “Most people get strong over many years, which means they have time to get used to their abilities. You are growing too fast. Less than a year ago you weren’t even a spirit warrior, and now, you’re—” she paused, looking for the right words as she stared up into Merrick’s eyes. “You’re something more.”
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Though part of him wanted to protest, insisting that he was the same as ever, Merrick couldn’t deny her words. He knew exactly what she was talking about, as he had begun to feel it too. There was something different about him. Not just in his physical abilities and his intimate connection with the song of the world, but something different in his soul. It was as if he was expanding, growing larger and occupying more space. It was hard to put into words, but Merrick knew it was probably from the soul shards he had been absorbing. With a sigh, Sellie bumped her forehead against his chest and stepped back.

“A warrior must walk their path,” she said, “even if they tread alone. We will go to Red Gulch, and we will find those who seek to harm our world.”

“Thank you,” Merrick said.

He knew it was hard for Sellie to let him go, which made him all the more appreciative for the calm way she handled it. That night, after sharing a meal with the others, Merrick gathered his gear and slipped away. He had a sneaking suspicion that Jaguar One and the other temple guards wouldn’t approve of him leaving on his own, so he didn’t tell them, trusting Sellie would be able to keep them in line. He headed through the jungle quickly, able to cover four times as much distance in a night as he and the others had covered in a few days on their way to the temple.

As the sun rose high in the sky the next morning, he reached the edge of the thick jungle and saw the mountains rising in the distance. Pausing for a moment to check his map, he felt a stirring on his wrist and Emerald lifted her head, looking around. She didn’t say anything, but she unraveled herself from around his wrist and crawled up his arm to sit on his shoulder. His other arm shook as Shadow transformed and bounded up his other arm to sit on his other shoulder. The two Great Spirits didn’t speak to each other, and Merrick could feel the faint tension between them. Frowning, he shook his head.

“If you can’t get along, stay in your bracelets,” he said, his voice firm. “I can’t afford to be distracted.”

Leaping up onto his head, Shadow stared down at Emerald, and she looked back up at him.

“I was the first,” she said, “and you were the second, which means the others will be after us.”

After a contemplative silence, Shadow nodded.

“Fine, you can be the older sister, but you have to support me in being the second.”

Not quite sure what sort of negotiation was going on, Merrick remained silent as Emerald agreed with a happy hiss. Slithering up the side of his head, Emerald joined Shadow in sitting on the top of Merrick’s head. Though they didn’t continue their conversation, the tension between them eased considerably, causing Merrick to let out a relieved sigh. He wasn’t sure that he could stand adding more spirits if they were going to continue to engage in their war for position.

Heading directly south, it wasn’t long before Merrick entered the mountain range. As the plains turned into foothills, he slowed, paying close attention to the song of the world. He could feel the discordant melody signifying the presence of a scaled beast, buried under the majestic song of the mountains, and rather than running from it, as he had so often done, Merrick headed toward it, using it as a guide as he headed further into the mountains.

He moved quickly and quietly, making sure to stay hidden as much as possible. Thanks to the power of Jaguar his stealth was just about absolute, and he found his feet even more agile than ever, allowing him to traverse the rocky terrain even faster than before. He didn’t see any scaled beasts the first day, but early in the dawn light on the second day he spotted a featherless bird perched in a tree some 400 feet away.

Taking a moment to pause, he scanned the area, looking to see if there were any others. When he didn’t see any, he decided to make this the first of his prey. He had never killed one of the flying scaled beasts before, and pulling one of the four rifles he was carrying off of his back, he carefully lined up a shot and sent out a blast. Just before he fired the monster seemed to realize the shot was coming, but before it could open its wings to fly away the beam passed through its head, killing it.

[Ding. 8 experience points.]

Immediately, Merrick was moving, not bothering with the corpse plunging from the tree to the rocky terrain below. The shot echoed over the mountains in the early morning air, and Merrick knew it would attract attention. When it did, he didn’t want to be anywhere nearby. His feet passed across the rocky terrain without leaving a trace, and his body was little more than a shadow flickering among the pine trees that dotted the mountainside. He ran for a mile before stopping and then found a vantage point where he could look back over the terrain he had just crossed.

After waiting for twenty-five minutes, he saw a pack of scaled beasts darting through the trees to try and find where he had gone. Yet there was nothing for them to find. No trail, no scent, not even the heat of his feet against the rocks. Quite pleased, Merrick turned and headed deeper into the mountains, always moving south. Since the success of the mana circuit in the rifle, a crazy idea had begun to bloom in Merrick’s mind, and he found himself pulled irresistibly toward the gorge, and more importantly, the mana-laden river it hid.

He took his next prey that afternoon when he spotted a scaled beast he had never seen before. It looked like a mix between a stork and a spider, with six long legs that would allow it to pick its way over the terrain and a long beaked head that extended from its body. As soon as he saw it, Merrick knew it would be a nightmare to fight in close combat. But he never intended to get close in the first place.

Instead, he found a spot 600 feet from where it rested on an outcropping of rocks and placed all four of his rifles down in front of him. Picking up the first, he nestled himself in the ground, resting the barrel of his rifle in the gap between two stones, and aimed carefully, calming his mind and centering his heart. He squeezed off the shot and rose smoothly to his knees, picking up another of the rifles as he did so.

The first shot flew true, tearing half of the monster’s head apart, and the second landed a moment later as the creature reeled in pain, finishing the job by obliterating the other half of the monster’s head. Picking up the third rifle, Merrick waited for just a moment in case the creature came back to life. Instead, he saw a screen pop up.

[Ding, 16 experience points.]

Saying a silent but grateful prayer for the power of the mana rifles, Merrick grabbed them and turned to run as from behind the outcropping of rocks dozens of smaller versions of the terrifying-looking scaled beast boiled into view.

Fear crawled its way up Merrick’s spine as he ran, putting as much distance between himself and his pursuers as possible. He ducked into a small canyon, quickly losing himself among the twisting passages and carefully hiding his tracks. After covering a few miles, he paused to eat and calm his nerves. Despite his fear, the fact that he had accumulated twenty-four experience points that day reassured him that he was on the right track.

Once rested, Merrick left the canyon and continued his journey south, occasionally picking off scaled beasts he found either alone or in small groups. Initially, he targeted only unique scaled beasts he had never killed before, but it soon became apparent that there simply weren’t enough of them. As he ventured further south into the mountains, he discovered multiple cave systems used by the scaled beasts to connect to their underground network. They were progressing much faster than he had anticipated.

After crossing a particularly rugged mountain, Merrick found himself overlooking a large lake. Consulting his map, he realized that following the river would lead him to a cliff above a gorge. This was one of two large waterfalls that fed into the gorge, creating the twisting river that ran through it. Merrick sat on the side of the mountain, enjoying the view while checking his experience points. He had broken 100 and was currently sitting at 118, leaving him needing 42 more points to level up. He needed these points before entering the gorge for his plan to have any chance of success.

Deciding to use the lake as a base of operations, Merrick began hunting in earnest. The basic scaled beasts only gave him a tenth of an experience point, regardless of how many he killed. Even when he killed a variant, they were only worth two points. The slightly stronger, warrior-level scaled beasts, however, counted as unique creatures, indicating a higher level of intelligence. These were the creatures Merrick focused his hunt on.

During the day, he would range out into the mountains, picking a direction and hunting until roughly noon. At noon, he would begin to circle back, taking a wide, circuitous route back to the lake, killing any scaled beasts he came across. He paid careful attention to the skies, ambushing and eliminating the featherless birds whenever he got the chance.

It wasn’t long before he noticed the number of scaled beasts beginning to fall, and he realized they were probably catching on. Deciding it was too risky to stay around the lake, Merrick moved west, following the river as it curved through the mountains. As he did, he saw more groups of scaled beasts, these larger than the ones he had hunted, all racing toward the lake. Though there were a few times when he could have attacked, killing the scaled beasts, Merrick decided to avoid it and instead continued to sneak along the river, heading down toward the gorge.

His hunt around the lake had been fruitful, and he found himself only a few points away from leveling up. Maybe it was because of his excitement that he didn’t notice the danger until it was too late. But as Merrick was passing along the river he heard a loud screech, and glancing up, caught sight of a scaled beast he had never seen before. It had four thick legs and a large, domed back that seemed to pulse with an unsettling movement. Though the creature had no visible eyes, Merrick could tell it was staring straight at him, and it was then that he felt a faint prickle at the back of his skull. He hadn’t noticed it before, but now that he did, the feeling was clear.

Whipping his rifle to his shoulder, Merrick was about to fire when he heard a rumble behind him and the ground erupted, forcing him to dive forward as a massive centipede shot out of the ground. Even as he rolled over, Merrick’s body was twisting, and he bounced back to his feet, triggering his rifle as the centipede lunged. The shot was so close, the beam tore the top half of the centipede’s body off. But before Merrick could feel any relief, a dozen more centipedes rushed out of the hole, forcing him to turn and flee.

Instinct prompted Merrick to turn away from the river, securing his mana rifle on his back as he raced up the hill straight toward the large scaled beast. A faint shriek that rapidly grew in volume surrounded Merrick, bringing a piercing pain to his skull as his mind shook. This was his first time seeing a psychically empowered scaled beast in person, but he remembered them clearly from his memories of the future. Terribly dangerous, though rather rare, these scaled beasts had the ability to gather creatures under their control, forcing them to do its bidding. Even worse, they were nearly impossible to hide from, as no matter how good at stealth someone was, they couldn’t erase their mental presence.

The shriek continued to grow louder the closer Merrick got, but he didn’t allow it to stop him. Pulling two of his rifles free, he triggered them immediately, wincing as a fresh bout of pain assaulted him. One of his shots clipped the scaled beast’s leg, tearing a chunk of flesh from it, while the other impacted the center of the dome, only to splash harmlessly off a thick shield. This was the other reason the psychic scaled beasts were feared—the ability to produce a shield that blocked all mana, making it difficult to kill them with any sort of manatech.

With the large centipedes chasing him close behind and the psychic scaled beast directly in front of him, Merrick had no time to re-secure his rifles, so he dropped them, throwing them to the side in the hope that he’d be able to pick them up later, and drew his two spears. Though not nearly as adept at close combat as many of its brethren, the scaled beast in front of him was still terrifying, and its shell rolled back to reveal a gaping maw as it lunged forward and tried to bite him.

With a shout to try and help focus his mind under the relentless waves of pain hammering into it, Merrick dodged to the side and slashed, his blade cutting straight through the monster’s front leg. It let out a psychic scream, nearly causing Merrick to black out, but he gritted his teeth and struck again, this time carving a deep gouge in the monster’s domed shell. As it jerked back, he was lifted into the air. Keeping a tight grip on the handle of his spear, his feet landed on the shell, and he wrenched his spear free before driving it back into the same wound, hoping to pierce through to the monster’s massive brain.

It was then that the centipedes arrived, lunging toward him in a storm of jaws and teeth. With his footing unstable, there was no way for Merrick to dodge. Yet instead of retreating, he let out a low shout and the tattoo on his right arm came to life. Just as the snake tattoo on his left arm could drastically increase his speed, the jaguar tattoo did the same for his agility, allowing him to dodge even the fiercest barrage of attacks. His body twisted and turned, shifting back just as far as he needed to, all the while maintaining stable footing on the monster writhing beneath him.
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With one spear he cut and stabbed, each movement killing one of the centipedes chasing after him. In the few seconds that the tattoo was active, his spear struck a dozen times, killing every single one of the centipedes that attacked him. As soon as he had finished them off, his body twisted and the spear spun as he reversed his grip and drove it down, piercing through the hard shell below him and into the brain of the psychic-scaled beast. The loud shrieking, echoing painfully in his head, faded as the monster collapsed to the ground. His breath catching in his chest, Merrick jumped to the ground.

[Ding. 16 experience points.]

With a flick of his wrist, he cleared the ichor from his blades and staggered over to where his rifles had fallen, his gaze scanning the sky. He didn’t see any of the flying scaled beasts, and with a sigh of relief, he jogged slowly toward the river. Rather than continue to follow it, he dove in and began to swim down it, moving smoothly through the water as if he was a snake.

Using the tattoo took a lot out of him, but he found himself better able to resist the exhaustion that came afterward. He wasn’t exactly sure why, though he assumed it had something to do with having two of the tattoos and having become the emissary of two Great Spirits. Ignoring the pop-up informing him that he could level up, Merrick continued to swim down the river, doing his best to stay hidden while paying careful attention to the song of the world.

Only when he was a full five miles away did he finally crawl up onto the bank and find some trees in which to hide himself. Tucking himself into the branches of a large pine, Merrick closed his eyes and began to meditate, doing his best to recover from the exhaustion brought about by using the jaguar tattoo. As he did, he mentally reviewed its effect. Initially, he had just assumed that the effect boosted his agility, but after killing the centipedes he wondered if there was another effect, as he had found himself having an almost supernatural sense of where each attack was going to come from, and more importantly, how to counter them.

Jaguar was known for being a master of weapons, and it wouldn’t be surprising if some of that ability was tied into the tattoo. It made him wonder if there were aspects of Snake’s tattoo that he hadn’t yet discovered. After resting for half an hour, Merrick pushed forward, determined to make it to the gorge before he rested again. The fact that the scaled beasts had sent a psychic-attuned beast after him made Merrick uneasy. They clearly saw him as a threat and wanted to waste as little time as possible killing him. As a warrior in the future, Merrick had spent countless years roaming battlefields, fighting against scaled beasts, and it was possible he knew more about their way of operating than any other being alive.

Having failed to kill him, and losing a psychically-attuned beast in the process, the scaled beasts’ next attempt would be to drown the mountains in bodies, sparing no expense to kill him. Merrick’s only chance of surviving was to get out of the mountains before that happened. Of course, there was also the possibility that the World Guard’s assault in the southern end of the mountain chain had put so much pressure on the scaled beasts that they wouldn’t have the forces to spare.

While Merrick hoped that was in fact the case, he wasn’t going to bet on it. Instead, he wanted to make a quick stop at the cave with the manastone mine, both to plant their claim and visit the river to see if his insane idea had any merit. After that, Merrick was planning on leaving, following the gorge all the way down until it opened out into the plains, then heading east to Red Gulch to meet up with Sellie, Maro, and Pita.

With this plan firmly in mind, he followed the river as it curved to the southeast, and soon, in the distance, saw the large gorge where he had spent last winter. The sight of it brought back all sorts of memories and emotions, and when he reached the edge of the tall cliffs that surrounded the gorge, he paused, taking a moment to appreciate its rugged beauty and let his feelings run their course.

The river he had been following flowed to the edge of the cliff and then fell a thundering three hundred feet to the floor of the gorge below. Checking his map, Merrick saw that he was a few miles from the cave, and even further from the path he had originally taken to the bottom of the gorge last year. Not wanting to waste the time, Merrick began to look for another way down and soon elected to climb, scaling down the cliff.

As he began his climb, Merrick found himself able to look out over the empty expanse below him without fear. His fingers were strong, his feet sure, and no matter how small the hold, he seemed to have no trouble traversing it. How different it was from his frantic climb a year ago. That had seemed a matter of life and death. This was little harder than running across flat land. It took almost two hours for him to reach the bottom of the gorge, and when he did, he took a short break by the waterfall, drinking the cool, clear water to refresh himself.

Though Merrick hadn’t seen any scaled beasts since entering the gorge, he didn’t doubt that they had made their way into it. One of the clear signs that scaled beasts were operating in a given area was the lack of wildlife. Despite spending some time atop the cliff overlooking the gorge, he hadn’t spotted a single herd of deer. This suggested that even if the scaled beasts weren’t currently present, they had been through the area, likely killing all the animals they came across or driving them out to find new homes.

Merrick’s main hope was that the river had remained hidden. However, considering the giant centipedes he had seen under the control of the psychic beast, he was starting to grow a bit nervous. He worried that the enemy may have located the nest near the manastone mine. Of course, he had collapsed the passage leading to it, but centipedes were tremendously good at digging, as their recent ambush had shown.

Knowing it did him no good to speculate, Merrick wiped his mouth and stood up, taking a moment to align himself with the song of the world. The discordant sound of the scaled beasts was much lighter here, little more than background noise, which was a hopeful sign. As he took off running, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of connection with the world around him.

He had reached the bottom of the cliff a few miles from the cave, and it didn’t take him long to cover the distance. When he got close he slowed down, creeping forward with careful steps, making sure to remain hidden. The last time he had been here, he had detonated the entrance to the manastone mine, doing his best to ensure the entire mine hadn’t gone up in flames. Considering that the cliff had remained intact instead of exploding, he was confident he had achieved his goal.

He could see the rockslide. Tons of stone and dirt had collapsed, sealing the entrance, and it took him only a moment to locate the small crack some distance away, a dozen feet off the ground in the edge of the cliff. It looked too small for a person to squeeze through, but he had done it before, so Merrick was confident he could do it again.

Crawling up to the hole, he found it impossible to get his pack inside, so he began taking everything out and putting it through the hole a little bit at a time, always keeping a watch on the sky in case the enemy appeared. After sliding everything inside the crack, Merrick crawled in himself. It was a claustrophobic space, but as he crawled forward it began to get slightly wider. It was so narrow he couldn’t actually turn around, and so, with careful movements, he pulled himself along until the passage grew large enough for him to get to his knees.

Breathing a sigh of relief that the passageway hadn’t collapsed, Merrick carefully brought the rest of his items down and then returned to the crack, doing his best to position rocks in front of it to make it look impassable. That took him almost two hours, and when he finally crawled back to where his gear was, he was tired and hungry. Getting out a bit of jerky, he put it in his mouth and then drank a bit of water. As he did, he remembered the clear, fresh, mana-infused water he had drunk during his time in the cave and felt a bit of a thrill race through him.

After resting for a few minutes, he repacked his gear in his bag and continued down the passage, relying on his memory as he moved in absolute darkness. When he made it to the main passageway, he hesitated. Part of him wanted to head straight for the river, but another part was quite curious about the state of the manastone mine.

Before he did either, however, he crouched and stabbed a stake into the ground. There was a tremor and a hint of mana seeped out of it, spreading into the surrounding earth. This would slowly expand, filling out the claim he and Joseph had filed, ensuring that in the case of any disputes, their claim would be considered valid.

Deciding to head to the mine first, Merrick turned left and began to creep along the passageway. He had forgotten how far it was, as normally he would have run this distance, and after traveling for half a mile he found himself stepping into the large cave whose walls and ceiling were studded with glimmering manastones. His large pile of manastones still sat in the middle of the floor, along with the remains of his fire and a few scraps left over from his time there.

The stone basin he had used to hold his water was still there, a few glimmering drops of liquid in the bottom of it. His wrists shook and Emerald and Shadow both leapt forward, standing on the edge of the basin and staring at the liquid with glimmering eyes.

“Wow, there’s essence,” Emerald hissed.

“It’s so pure,” Shadow said.

Both looked like they wanted to lap it up immediately but were clearly holding themselves back for Merrick’s sake.

“Is this essence important?” Merrick asked, looking at the few drops of liquid at the bottom of the basin.

“Is it important? It’s incredibly important,” Emerald said, so excited her body trembled. “Though there’s only a few drops, the fact that there’s essence here means there’s a leyline close by. Leylines are what spirits use to grow stronger, and as long as we can find it, it means we can improve our strength.”

“Emerald is right,” Shadow said. “If we can tap into a leyline, we’ll be able to improve quickly, saving us years of growth.”

“What’s a leyline look like?” Merrick asked, fairly confident he already knew the answer.

“It’s like a giant stream of rushing essence,” Emerald said.

“Good to know. I’ve got something to show the two of you.”

Sharing an excited look, Emerald and Shadow jumped up onto Merrick’s shoulders, and he took off running, heading down the long passage toward the river. Even before he got close, the two spirits were practically giddy with excitement, able to smell the heavy mana in the air. When they arrived, it was a long time before either of them spoke, as they were too busy drinking in the sight. Sitting down, cross-legged by the river, Merrick breathed in the heavy mana, a smile appearing on his face as he remembered the days he had spent training here.

“So this is a leyline, huh?”

“Yes, one of the primary sources of mana in this world. It’s very rare to have one so close to the surface,” Shadow said, jumping down from Merrick’s shoulder and padding over to the edge of the river.

“Careful you don’t get swept away by the flow,” Merrick said as Shadow dipped a paw into the fast-flowing stream.

Figuring now was as good a time as any to level up, Merrick opened up his status and accepted the prompt.

He already knew what he was going to select and immediately spent his two minor blessings. The first was on the Weapon Master skill in the Jaguar skill tree, and the second was spent increasing his connection with the song of the world.

[Weapon Master - Perfected Absolute mastery of his many weapons allows Jaguar’s claws to strike fear into the hearts of all who fall prey to his hunt.]

[You have awoken an absolute talent for wielding melee weapons of all sorts. You need only hold them to master them.]

[Level: 1]

As soon as he gained the skill, his hands tingled and Merrick felt a shift in his mind. Reaching back, Merrick grabbed the handle of one of his spears and felt a thrill run through him. It was as if the spear had merged with his hand, becoming an extension of his body. Reluctantly letting go of the spear, he brushed his fingers over the handle of one of the pistols and was rewarded with the same intense feeling, causing Merrick to grin. He had two skill points to spend as well, and one of them immediately went into Mana-Body Modification, leaving one skill point remaining.

[Mana-Body Modification You have permanently altered your body with mana, making the impossible a reality.]

[Modifications: Right Palm - Mana Circuit, Left Palm - Mana Circuit]

[Your body can accommodate two additional mana circuits. Mana circuits can be applied to arms, legs, torso, feet, and head.]

[Level: 2]

Taking a deep breath, Merrick selected Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech, shivering slightly as information began to flood through his mind.

[Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech To understand his tools is to multiply his ability to affect the world. The Warrior’s ability to use and create manatech is only as good as his knowledge of it.]

[You have gained the ability of a seasoned warrior to use and maintain manatech tools.]

[Your understanding of manatech has grown, allowing you to make improvements to manatech weapons.]

[Level: 2]

He was taking a risk in selecting Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech, as there were plenty of other good options for spending a skill point and he wasn’t actually sure that improving his knowledge of manatech would help him do what he was hoping to.
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STATUS

NAME: Merrick

SOUL PATH: Warrior

LEVEL: 5

EXP: 8/320

SKILLS: [9]

Land Strider [2] - Perfected

Serpent’s Stealth [3] - Perfected

Trap Sense [1] - Perfected

Mana-Body Modification [2]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Manatech [2]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Tactics [1]

Warrior’s Knowledge: Survival [1]

Warrior’s Observation [4]

Weapon Master [1] - Perfected

As Emerald and Shadow sat by the stream, absorbing mana as fast as they possibly could, Merrick sat behind them, his eyes closed as if he was meditating. Instead, his mind was working furiously as he tried to unpack the sea of knowledge he had just untapped. He was looking for something in particular, and after three hours, he finally found it.

With an excited shout, he jumped to his feet, badly startling both of the spirits, but he didn’t care one bit. Like a madman, he crouched and began to trace his finger along the ground, dozens of symbols appearing as he delved through his memories.

He had once been the Empire’s greatest military asset, the absolute pinnacle of engineered violence. However, before reaching that point, he had spent countless years undergoing experiment after experiment that ravaged his body and scarred his soul. Through that brutal experience, he had grown familiar with every facet of manatech, from the mundane to the experimental. Eventually, he became so proficient that he was able to guide his own advancement, leading to the greatest breakthroughs the Empire ever had.

It was into these memories he now delved, reacquainting himself with his mastery of manatech. Circuits that, if seen by the engineers of the Empire, would leave them gasping were traced out in the dirt and then erased as if they counted for nothing to make room for other, more advanced circuits.

Like a man possessed, Merrick worked feverishly, his eyes glazing over as he sank deeper and deeper into his memories. An hour passed, then two, but still Merrick worked. Time seemed to lose all meaning, slipping away like the mana in the river nearby, until finally, spent, Merrick collapsed, his mind unable to bear the burden anymore.

When he awoke, it was with a start, his eyes darting around as he tried to make sense of where he was. It took him almost a full minute to remember that he wasn’t the Warrior, that he hadn’t been in the middle of a difficult experiment.

“Are you okay?” Glancing down weakly, Merrick saw Shadow sitting on his chest. “You don’t look very good.”

“I’m fine,” Merrick croaked, his throat dry.

His entire body felt parched, as if his mind had consumed every ounce of his energy, bleeding the rest of his body dry. Shadow jumped down as Merrick rolled over and dragged himself to the stream. Too exhausted to try and lift the water to his lips, he simply put his face into the stream and began to gulp water down greedily.

Like a tidal wave, the mana poured into his body, revitalizing him and filling his bones and muscles with life. After a few minutes, he sat up, feeling the air singing around him as he breathed.

“What were you doing?” Emerald asked, her question bringing Merrick back to reality.

“Something crazy,” Merrick said with a grin. “Let me show you.”

His mind, fresh once more from the infusion of mana, was practically exploding as he traced out a complex symbol on the ground. After examining it closely and making a few minute adjustments, he memorized it, took a deep breath, and stretched out his left arm.

“You know, it struck me, when I saw this tattoo, that it looked an awful lot like a mana circuit. Behaved the same way too. Well, I know a thing or two about mana circuits, and so I thought, why not try and improve it? Better yet, why not turn it into a real mana circuit?”

Even as he spoke, Merrick began to draw the thick mana from his surroundings into him, causing tiny pinpricks of light to trace down his arm. He gritted his teeth as bone-aching pain caused his arm to tremble. Yet still he continued, drawing more and more mana to set the guidelines.

The technique he was using was one he had discovered close to the end of his memories. After a disastrous fight with the scaled beasts that had left him practically crippled, dragged back to the Empire by Maro, Merrick was left to rot away in a home for disabled soldiers, unable to walk. One of the manatech engineers he had worked with before had suggested an experimental treatment, a full set of mechanical legs tied directly into his spine. It had sounded promising, but after the surgery was finished Merrick was informed it had failed. Refusing to believe it, he had spent two years experimenting on himself until he had stumbled upon a new way to rebuild mana circuits, allowing him to gain mobility and rejoin the war effort. Now, using that same process, Merrick traced out a new path for the snake tattoo.

Normally such a complex procedure would take months, as the body needed time to heal. Merrick didn’t have months, so after resetting the path, he crawled to the river, and laying down, thrust his arm all the way in, up to the shoulder. A scream burst from his lips as he felt mana flooding through the channels he had created, forcefully rewriting the mana circuit.

Desperately trying to stay awake, he bit his fist so hard he felt the tang of blood on his tongue. Yet despite that, the pain in his other arm was so intense he couldn’t actually feel his bite. With a moan, he rolled over, jerking his now-glowing arm out of the river. Afraid that if he fell unconscious the mana packed into his arm would bleed into other areas, ruining the mana circuit, Merrick forced himself into a sitting position and began to meditate, carefully pulling the mana that saturated his arm into the correct channels. It took almost an entire day, and when he was finished he was so weak his body was trembling and he could hardly move. Yet despite that he began to laugh, unable to contain his excitement.

“He’s crazy, isn’t he?”

“Yes, that’s what I’ve been telling you.”

Voices intruded on Merrick’s glee, and he saw Emerald and Shadow both staring at him. Wondering if he was seeing things, he blinked. Emerald had grown to be almost two feet long, and Shadow, rather than looking like a small kitten who would fit on a single one of Merrick’s hands, was now almost seven inches tall. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one who had experienced explosive growth.

Jumping to his feet, Merrick stumbled, but it wasn’t from exhaustion. He felt his improved snake tattoo glowing faintly, and with a burst of speed he crossed the room, nearly smacking into the opposite wall. Laughter burst from his lips again as he slapped the wall with his hand, ecstatic.

“It’ll take some getting used to,” he said, walking back to stand next to the river, “but this is perfect.”

His thought had been simple. The snake tattoo could be used by pulling mana from his body, allowing him a brief few seconds of unbelievable speed. However, it drained his body quickly, making it rather dangerous to use, as it left him feeling considerably weaker. His rewritten mana circuit didn’t have that weakness. Instead of borrowing mana from his body as its primary source, it instead used mana from his environment, constantly pulling mana in and storing it.

The stored mana could be used at a trickle or expended for a drastic speed increase. Even when he wasn’t using it, his speed was almost three times faster than it had been before, as the ambient effect of the always-active mana circuit filled his body.

Looking down at his hands, Merrick grinned. He had three of his four mana body slots filled and a perfect idea for what to add for the fourth. Rather than immediately getting started, however, Merrick sat down to rest. He had been so excited to try out his new knowledge that he had exhausted himself, and frankly, the thought of going through the painful ordeal of rebuilding the mana circuit was a bit too much for him to bear at the moment.

For almost a full day he rested and meditated, working slowly on rebuilding the jaguar tattoo into an always-active mana circuit. As he did, he reflected on the similarities and differences between his path and the path the Warrior had taken. The Warrior had focused on adding ever-increasing amounts of manatech to his body, giving himself lightning-quick speed and incredible strength. Merrick was doing the same, but without the manatech. Instead, he was using the mana circuits to permanently affix the spirits’ abilities to his body. After finishing his redesign of the jaguar circuit, Merrick took another day, making sure it was right and also mentally preparing himself. Finally, he knew he couldn’t wait any longer. Gritting his teeth, he began the painful process.

Previously, when he had done the first tattoo rebuild he hadn’t quite been in his right mind and had been so consumed that he paid no attention to the pain. Now, however, knowing the pain was going to come, Merrick found it was even worse than he thought it would be. Yet he couldn’t give up, because if he did, there would be no chance to try again. Bit by bit, he rebuilt the tattoo, tracing patterns of mana across his arm.

Then, before he could convince himself it was a terrible idea, he plunged his arm deep into the leyline. This time he was more prepared for the pain, but that didn’t make it hurt any less. Unable to bear it, a dreadful scream was ripped from his throat as his body shook violently. When his arm was fully saturated, he dragged it out of the stream, tears streaming down his face. Yet, there was no time to roll around and wail, though that was what he wanted to do more than anything else. Instead, he was forced to pull himself into a seated position and begin the process of meditating, to guide the mana into the channels.

Sweat beaded his forehead, dripped down his chest, and sizzled against the ground. After what seemed like an eternity, the pain started to fade and Merrick fell backward, not caring as his head thudded against the ground.

“There has got to be a better way to do that,” Merrick said with a tired sigh.

For almost five hours, he simply lay there, not bothering to move, even as Shadow and Emerald came over to poke his face. They hadn’t been joking about the leyline being helpful for their growth, and only a few days after they had first arrived, both of them had grown considerably. Emerald was now nearly six feet long, and Shadow looked like a three- or four-year-old jaguar, his body long and lean.

Seeing Shadow looking at his modified tattoo with considerable interest, Merrick stood up and flexed his right arm. He could feel the power of the tattoo seeping through him, and walking over to his pack, he picked up his spears. For a moment he stood in place, his hands outstretched, and then with a speed and precision that defied normal sight, his arms blurred, tracing impossible patterns in the air in front of him.

At the same time, the snake tattoo on his left arm began to brighten and he moved forward, slipping across the room like quicksilver, his blades transforming the entire space into a deadly storm of silver. Stopping, Merrick let out a laugh and turned a hands-free cartwheel, moving back to the center of the room.

Snake’s tattoo gave him speed and smoothness of movement, while Jaguar’s brought perfect balance, agility, and incredible precision. The combination was rather terrifying. Even more amazing to him was the fact that the mana circuits on his arms didn’t impede his ability to interact with the song of the world at all and instead seemed to magnify its effects in his body, improving the way his body integrated with the mana in his environment.

It was a rather mind-bending concept, since in his memories as the Warrior he had constantly been forced to choose between resonating with the world or improving his manatech. Now, the advancements to his body through his mana body modifications were amplifying his connection to the song of the world.

Taking a deep breath, Merrick breathed out, his eyes glowing. The thought of adding three more tattoos, just like the two he already had, was equal parts terrifying and exhilarating, and he could only imagine just how powerful he would be when he added Bear’s strength, Wolf’s endurance, and Falcon’s senses.

It had been almost a week since he arrived and first began trying to rebuild his mana circuits, and he knew it was time to go. Additionally, his increased connection with the song of the world had brought something to his attention, a faint thread, one he had thought buried and gone forever. Kathov was still alive.

Gathering his things, Merrick called for Shadow and Emerald and the two came to his side. Neither was small enough to ride on his shoulders anymore, though that didn’t stop Emerald from trying. She draped herself around his neck and rested her head on top of his until he shooed her off. Pouting, she transformed, turning into a glimmering green bracer that covered his left arm.

Shadow, who seemed much more mature to Merrick, simply sat by Merrick’s side, watching him struggle with Emerald. Once she had transformed into the bracer, however, he leapt and landed on Merrick’s shoulder, his paws scrabbling as he tried to balance with all four paws crammed together. Stumbling, Merrick pushed him down and glared at him as the big cat looked away, his tail twitching.

Ignoring Merrick’s glare, Shadow blurred, and a moment later a black bracer wrapped around Merrick’s right arm. Shaking his head, Merrick picked up his gear and left the leyline. He didn’t go far, however, before stopping and turning around.

“Do either of you know a way to hide this?” he asked. “It would be a shame if somebody else found it.”

“I don’t,” Shadow said. “But Emerald might. She’s better at hiding than I am.”

“I don’t like how you said that, though you are correct,” Emerald said. “And yes, we should be able to cast an illusion here.”

The bracer on Merrick’s wrist blurred as Emerald appeared in the air next to him. Her eyes flashed, and suddenly Merrick was facing a wall of dirt and stone. Reaching forward, he found his hand passed right through it, causing Emerald to stick out her tongue.

“This is the best I can do right now,” she said. “Someday, when I grow, I’ll be able to make it real, but for now, I’m sorry.”

“Nothing to be sorry for,” Merrick said, reaching out and stroking her neck. “This is fantastic.”
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Quite pleased with the praise, Emerald wiggled her tail and transformed back into a bracer. With the passageway hidden, Merrick returned to the manastone mine and got rid of the little bit of essence in the stalactite basin he had made. He didn’t want to leave any evidence for anyone else that there was a leyline nearby.

After he had disposed of the liquid, he left the mine, shimmying out through the crack and emerging into the gorge. Taking a deep breath, he turned and began to jog, his feet carrying him swiftly around the edge of the gorge to the long slope where he had first entered. Once up it, he turned to the west heading into the mountains, all the while keeping an eye out for the enemy.

By nightfall, he had reached the top of the mountain, and looking down the long slope to the other side, he found himself above the swamp. Past some large pools was the mangrove forest where the hydra made its nest. He could feel Emerald’s excitement at the thought of hunting the hydra down, but he ignored it and instead turned south.

There, among a series of winding rivers at the foot of the mountain, was a small forest, and it was in that forest he could feel Kathov’s presence. From how weak Kathov’s melody was in the song of the world, it was clear that the Emmerich had no thoughts of hunting Merrick down, but Merrick found that he had begun to develop a ruthless streak, likely because of how much time he had spent immersed in the Warrior’s memories.

One of the rules of the battlefield was never to let a threat exist, as you never knew when it would come back to bite you, so Merrick slowly began to work his way down the mountain, heading for the forest. Like a phantom, he arrived at the forest and merged with the trees. His increased speed and agility allowed him to move much faster while still remaining nearly invisible to the casual observer. Seeing numerous small woodland animals, he passed by without disturbing them until he found a small clearing.

Sitting amongst some trees, he saw Kathov. The lizardman was naked save for a small loincloth, and a vicious scar on his side showed where his flesh had been torn away and then healed. The wound still looked tender, with the scales not having grown back completely. His right arm hadn’t grown back either and was still missing from the shoulder. To Merrick, it looked like Kathov was asleep, and as he approached quietly he confirmed that that was indeed the case. There was a clear feeling of exhaustion shrouding the lizardman, but rather than attack, Merrick waited.

It was two hours before Kathov awoke, his body jerking and his eyes going wide. When he realized Merrick was standing in front of him, he let out a surprised hiss and retreated quickly, or at least tried to. One of his legs was badly mangled, and Merrick saw more than a few bites missing from his tail, likely the work of the hydra. Stumbling slightly, Kathov steadied himself against a tree. It was clear that he hadn’t intended to fall asleep, but likely exhaustion had overcome him. Merrick could see that the lizardman’s eyes were slightly feverish, a common result after being wounded in a swamp. The two warriors regarded each other quietly, and then, with a sound that was halfway between a laugh and a sigh, Emmerich sat down.

“To kill oneself with one’s own claw is the chief dishonor,” he said in common.

Reaching for his belt, Merrick withdrew one of his knives, and flipping it over, tossed it to the lizardman, who caught it with a surprised expression.

“Then consider this a gift,” Merrick said, speaking flawless Emmerich.

Kathov’s gaze trembled, realization flooding through him, followed by intense confusion. Merrick didn’t owe the hunter in front of him an explanation, so he remained silent, not bothering to enlighten him how a native who had never been off this world knew Emmerich. Instead, he calmly stood in place, his hands resting on the handles of his spears as he waited for his opponent to rise.

To Kathov, the hunt was sacred, whether he succeeded or failed, and in the twisted culture of the Emmerich, there was no greater honor than dying at the hands of prey. Slowly rising to his feet, Kathov tested the dagger, cutting the air a few times, even as he tried to balance himself with his tail.

In truth, Merrick couldn’t help but have a grudging respect for his enemy. Kathov would cut him open the first chance he got, and yet, as dreadfully wounded as he was, he refused to back down. Instead, he limped forward, his body twisted unnaturally to the side because of his missing arm. Merrick remained in place, waiting until Kathov was in striking range of his spears. Even then, he didn’t move, and after lurching forward once more, Kathov came to a halt, holding the dagger by his side. The two warriors regarded each other once more, Kathov’s eyes straying to the mana rifles on Merrick’s back.

“Have you found a way?” Kathov asked, speaking in Emmerich.

“Yes,” Merrick said. “It needs a little bit of work, but yes.”

“Will it work for everyone?”

“Yes, it will.”

With a happy hiss, Kathov nodded.

“Then my hunt is not in vain. It was foretold that on a world far from our own, the salvation of our people would bear its fangs, devouring the Empire as it had devoured us. I have witnessed. Tell them Kathov has witnessed. Share with them your wisdom, and my people will be your strongest allies and greatest hunters.”

As soon as Kathov finished speaking, his arm flashed as he drove the dagger he held toward Merrick’s throat. There was no ounce of mercy in his gaze, no hesitation in his arm, and Merrick responded in kind, drawing his own dagger. There was a clash of blades as the two warriors stood barely three feet apart, stabbing, cutting, and hacking so quickly the air in between them transformed into a blur.

Still only using one arm, Merrick parried Kathov’s dagger and suddenly accelerated, his arm spinning around the lizardman’s with a snake-like movement. With a twist, he flipped his dagger and shoved, tearing the dagger Kathov held from his grasp and burying it in the center of Kathov’s chest. At the same time, his wrist flicked and his dagger sank deep into the lizardman’s throat. He took a step back as Kathov’s claws tore through the air, narrowly missing the vein in his throat, his eyes calm. Merrick watched as Kathov jerked, his mouth opening as if he wished to say something. There was nothing left to be said, and a moment later his eyes closed and Kathov fell to the ground, dead.

[Ding. 16 experience points.]

Slowly, tension bled out of Merrick’s shoulders, and he let out a quiet sigh, instinctively searching the song of the world for Kathov’s melody. It was gone, never to awaken again. Regarding Kathov for a moment, Merrick reached down and pulled the daggers from the lizardman’s body, examining him as he did so. The amount of damage Kathov had taken was tremendous, and it was clear that even though he had lost the arm Emerald had bitten, he was still suffering from the deadly poison she had injected into him. The poison was battling with some sort of fever, likely caused by the hydra’s bites. It was astonishing Kathov had been able to move, let alone fight.

But Merrick didn’t feel like he had taken advantage of the Emmerich warrior, as, in truth, what he should have done was put a beam through the lizardman’s head from a hundred feet away, since even grievously wounded, Kathov had been a threat. Staring down at his enemy, Merrick let out a deep sigh and picked up the body, carrying it out of the woods and up the mountain.

As he moved, he became aware of others moving toward him but he ignored them, continuing to climb until he stood atop the peak. Though it wasn’t the tallest peak in the area, it was high enough to give a fantastic view of the land all around. There he built a pyre, collecting wood and piling it up until it was four feet high. He placed Kathov’s body atop it, and kneeling down, lit the tinder he had gathered, forming a small flame.

The flame began to grow brighter and Merrick began to sing, his voice strong and clear as it carried through the mountain. He knew he was likely to attract trouble, but that would be for others to worry about. He just focused on singing. It was the song of glory, the song of a powerful warrior brought down at long last by a worthy foe. It was the song of a hunter returning home to the stars, and as he sang it the very mountains seemed to sing it with him. The fire slowly grew, crackling among the branches until it began to consume Kathov’s body. Merrick rose to his feet, his arms lifting, as his song, mixed with the ashes, carried Kathov to the stars. When he finally fell silent, he was surrounded by five large cloaked figures who stood around the pyre with Merrick in their center.

Slowly, one of the figures took down his hood to reveal a scaled face.

“Is what Kathov told us true?” the Emmerich asked quietly.

Merrick could see the gaze on the rifles strapped to his back, and he nodded. Even a few weeks ago, he would have found it nerve-wracking to be surrounded by anyone, let alone five Emmerich hunters. Now he felt nothing but calm, confident in his ability to fight back if necessary. A low murmur broke out among the Emmerich. Merrick, hearing their words, pulled one of the rifles off his back, and lifted it into the air. The Emmerich fell silent as Merrick looked around at each of them in turn and then fired a beam from the rifle into the air.

“He spoke the truth,” Merrick said in Emmerich, “but the Empire cannot know.”

Turning, Merrick slung the rifle on his back and began to walk away, leaving the burning pyre behind. The five Emmerich watched him go, not stopping him as he began to descend the mountain. Between the fire he had lit, his song, and firing the rifle into the air, Merrick knew that the scaled beasts were on their way. Even now, they were likely surrounding the mountain, intending to launch an attack. They would extinguish the fire and consume what remained of Kathov’s body, but he had done his part in honoring the dead, and it was up to Kathov’s companions to keep his body from being desecrated. They would revel in the opportunity to kill the enemy and would likely find it fitting that Kathov’s death served as a lure to draw the scaled beasts to their location. As soon as he was out of sight, Merrick began to run, moving swiftly as he descended the mountain and began to head into the swamp.

“What are we doing?” Shadow asked.

“Hunting,” Emerald said, excitement filling her voice.

“That’s right,” Merrick replied. “We’re hunting.”

There was a flash and the two Great Spirits appeared next to him. Emerald slipped into the swamp, her body quickly blending in with the water as she began to swim under the mangrove trees and between their winding roots, heading straight for the hydra’s nest. Merrick ran along the roots behind her as Shadow took to the trees, jumping from branch to branch and occasionally stepping on the air when there wasn’t a branch to catch him.

It wasn’t long before they spotted the stand of mangroves where the hydra made its nest. Lifting herself from the water, Emerald let out a loud hiss that reverberated through the swamp, causing everything to still, including the haze that swirled above the swamp. When it ended, there was a moment of absolute silence, and then a mad rush as every creature within a mile frantically fled, trying to get as far away from her as possible, as fast as possible. All save for the hydra, who lifted itself out of its nest with an angry roar, towering over Emerald and glaring down at her with all three of its heads.

This was the first time Merrick had gotten a good look at the hydra, since last time he had been running away as if his life depended on it. The hydra was a large beast, towering close to twenty feet in the air, and had a wide body with large front legs that ended in thick claws. Its serpentine tail extended almost thirty feet, tapering to a point, and it had two flippers on each side to help it navigate through the water. The three heads that protruded from its torso rested on long snake-like necks that curved slightly, forcing its heads forward. Each of its three mouths was brimming with razor sharp teeth, and every inch of its body was covered in thick scales.

From what he remembered, hydra typically added a new head every fifty to a hundred years, which meant that the monstrous creature staring them down was between one hundred and fifty and three hundred years old, an absurd amount of time for a creature to have been alive. What was scarier to Merrick, however, was how perfectly smooth the hydra’s scales were. He would have expected a creature of its size and age to show signs of its age, but it had none. Not because it didn’t fight, of course, but because its regenerative ability was just that powerful. Merrick had a strong regenerative ability himself, which was one of the reasons he had been able to build the mana circuits in his arms in such a short amount of time, but the hydra was on a whole other level and was rumored to be able to replace an entire head in only a few minutes.

“Hah, look how dumb it looks,” Emerald said with a scoff.

“Dumb? Or angry?” Shadow asked from the safety of a nearby tree. “Because to me it looks angry. Like, really angry.”

“What did you hiss at it?” Merrick asked.

“I said snakes are the best and hydras smell like swamp gas,” Emerald said. “Hydras hate smelling bad, so it was the perfect insult.”

Listening to the hydra let out another roar as it surged forward, crushing some of the newly grown trees that surrounded its nest, Merrick believed her. Swiftly falling back, he pulled out his rifles and slung them over his shoulder in easy reach as the hydra advanced. Emerald, still floating in the water, let out another loud hiss and lunged forward, meeting the hydra in battle.


39


All three of the Hydra’s heads opened their mouths wide and two of them shot down toward Emerald, while the third let out a loud hiss, keeping a watch for danger. That was the head Merrick targeted with a beam from his rifle. He was crouched on some of the mangrove roots, bracing his rifle against the tree trunk. Before the sound had faded, he was already on the move. The beam tore through the Hydra’s eye, piercing its skull and setting the scorched flesh around the wound on fire. The other heads let out a howl of pain and the head in the center lost strength, beginning to fall toward the water.

As Merrick changed his position, he glanced back and saw that even as the head fell, the wound was starting to squirm. New flesh rapidly grew as the wound knit itself back together. The two heads targeting Emerald jerked in surprise at the shot, allowing her to slip past one of them and sink her fangs deep into the hydra’s neck. At the same time, there was a howl as Shadow launched himself from a nearby tree, biting deep into the neck of the other head. His claws tore the hydra’s scales apart as he raked furiously. The head Emerald had targeted began to wither away as her celestial snake poison coursed through its body. With a plop, the head fell into the water.

By that time, the head Merrick had shot had already healed and was rising once more, letting out terrifying roars as it began to scan, looking for Merrick. With a furious slap of its long tail, the hydra batted Shadow away, tearing a chunk of its own flesh in the process. Yet even as Shadow twisted his body and landed on a nearby branch, the wounds he had caused had already healed. The head Emerald targeted was still dead, though only because she continued to pump venom into it, fighting back against the regenerative power trying to surge through from its body.

Merrick had never imagined the hydra would be able to recover from a shot straight through its skull, but there it was, as good as new, as he drew another bead. This time he targeted the neck, and after firing his first shot, grabbed the second rifle and shot again. Unfortunately, these shots simply punched holes straight through the monster’s body, and a moment later the wounds began to close back up, vanishing as if they had never been there.

“This doesn’t seem good,” Merrick muttered under his breath. He had no idea how on earth they were supposed to beat such a monster, but Emerald seemed determined. He saw a flash of dark green as she released her hold on the hydra’s neck and lunged for its body. Before she could make it, however, the withered head came back to life, turning around and biting her in the middle. There was a faint flash as she accelerated abruptly, slipping away and diving deep into the swamp water.

Merrick, unsure what to do, blew the withered head apart with a shot but was then forced to change his position as one of the hydra’s other heads snapped toward him, obliterating the mangrove he had been perched on. Floating in the middle of the swamp, the hydra could target a large area, its long whipping tail smashing trees as it tried to pin down Shadow while its heads lunged after Merrick or dove to try and catch Emerald.

Running across the swamp, Merrick continually turned and fired at every opportunity. He figured his best bet was cutting apart the hydra’s heads, which he did with ruthless efficiency, each shot piercing through an eye or an open mouth to blow out the back of the skull. Yet he never quite managed to take all three heads down at the same time, mostly because there was always a head underwater trying to catch Emerald as she swam around, looking for an opportunity to bite the underside of the hydra.

Shadow was equally busy as he jumped from tree to tree and flew this way and that, looking for opportunities to attack the hydra’s back. Landing on a small strip of muddy land, Merrick sprinted as fast as he could across it and launched himself into the air, barely avoiding a massive mouth of razor teeth that snapped shut right behind him. Turning in the air, he pulled one of his pistols and landed a shot square on the hydra’s nose, obliterating it in a spray of sizzling flesh. Yet before he landed, the regeneration process had already begun, and as he shoved his pistol back in his holster and scrambled away, another of the monster’s heads came after him.

In truth, he was beginning to doubt they had the ability to defeat the hydra, as it was able to regenerate from any damage they did. Ducking under a tree, Merrick slid to a stop, reversed directions, and scrambled away, staying low as the hydra’s tail obliterated the tree above him, sending splinters of dead wood across the swamp. Shadow, who had just landed on one of the branches, was launched into the air, his feet scraping against the air wildly until he came to a stop. With an angry roar, he launched himself toward the hydra, only to be forced to dodge when one of its mouths swooped in to bite him.

“Uh, guys, maybe we should run?” Merrick called out, diving across a gap and catching a branch with his hands.

As the branch bent, he used it to springboard forward, staying low to keep from getting caught out of midair by one of the swooping heads.

“No, we can’t run,” Shadow said. “This is personal now.”

Ruing the day he ever met the two spirits, Merrick racked his brain for a solution, but there didn’t seem to be one. After all, the hydra was effectively impervious to harm and seemed perfectly happy to chase them around the swamp forever. As he rolled through various options in his mind, Merrick maintained a steady barrage of shots, doing everything he could to keep the hydra busy while he waited for an opportunity.

That opportunity came when Emerald, who had been lurking below the hydra, managed to slip past its teeth and bit one of its heads at the base of its neck. This time, because her poison was closer to the source of the regeneration, the head died even quicker, especially after Merrick shot it, scattering its vaporized skull into the air.

“We have to target its heart,” Emerald said. “That’s the only way to stop it.”

Her words gave Merrick an idea, and he shifted his direction, sprinting toward the hydra. One of the heads, seeing him coming, moved to intercept, while the other attacked Emerald. At the last moment, Shadow pounced on it, tearing its neck to shreds as he slashed viciously. Merrick dodged out of the way at the last moment, feeling the teeth of the monster snapping next to him. It reacted swiftly, flinging its head to the side in an effort to crush him, but he had already drawn his spears and stabbed one of them into the side of its neck, targeting right below its jaw.

The force nearly took his breath away, but he managed to keep a hold of his spear as he was lifted up into the air. Yanking the spear free, he charged, his feet half running, half sliding down the monster’s neck. It let out a loud roar as the head turned to chase him, but he was moving too fast, and a moment later he slammed into its body with enough force to make it submerge in the water. As it struggled to surface, Merrick’s spear stabbed deep into its back. He wasn’t quite sure where the heart was but felt that he was starting to get a better sense of how its body operated. Ripping his spear free, he dodged another bite, this time stabbing his spear up through the bottom of the hydra’s jaw, deep into the throat.

Before the head could pull back, he stabbed his other spear in the opposite direction, skewering the mouth from both sides to keep it shut. A muffled wail seeped out of the now-closed mouth. The hydra’s head whipped back and forth, trying to free itself from the two blades. The remaining head had managed to fling Shadow off, but as it lunged over to try and help, it was met with a pistol blast at point-blank range. The blast fried its brain and caused it to collapse into the water. By the time it surfaced, Shadow was back, even angrier than before.

Emerald was hanging on for dear life, her poison doing a number on the hydra’s regeneration. Merrick had lost one of his rifles in his mad dashes already, and his spears were currently keeping one of the mouths shut. With the other two taken care of, he only had to contend with the tail. He did this by dodging past its stabs and tumbling over its slashes as he studied the hydra for a weak point.

Wishing he had a spear like the one Kathov had wielded, Merrick sensed an opportunity when the head he had skewered shut tried to slam into him. As he spun to the side to dodge it, he ducked under it, grabbing his spear and tearing it free as he did. This action ripped a huge gash in the hydra’s neck. Even as the flesh began to knit back together, he leapt up, straddling the neck, and began hacking at it with the edge of his blade.

Every time he cut into the neck the flesh would immediately begin working itself back together, but he didn’t give up, keeping his legs locked tightly around the thrashing neck as he stabbed, ripped, and tore. Desperate to get him off, the hydra attacked with its tail, but at the last moment he let go. The hydra let out another wail as its tail slammed into the wound he had already created, tearing it further.

Scrambling back up the neck, Merrick attacked again, this time managing to cut all the way to its bone. It was then he saw it, a thin gleam of mana tracing along the creature’s bones. Immediately, his mind flashed to a memory, a creature he had discovered on an alien world far in the future, a creature with a natural mana circuit. As the flesh began to close up, Merrick reached into his pouch, pulling out a manastone that he thrust deep into the wound, setting it against the bone. Even as flesh began to heal around it, he jumped back, separating himself from the hydra’s neck as he drew his pistol and snapped off a shot. There was a crackle and a boom that shook the swamp and sent Merrick flying down into the water.

He managed to keep a hold of his pistol but found he had lost his grip on his spear, sending a wave of panic through him, but he had other problems to worry about, like the absolutely furious hydra who was now missing a head. The bone the manastone had been set against had borne the brunt of the damage, and the neck now flailed wildly, sans head. The remaining head ignored Shadow and dove into the water, coming straight for Merrick. Without his spear, Merrick grabbed his backup dagger and turned to face the monster. Its jaws opened wide, but at the very last moment Merrick activated his serpent tattoo and everything slowed to a crawl.

Stabbing his dagger into the hydra’s snout, he heaved himself up, flipping over the hydra’s head and landing on its neck. He had no time to collect his dagger, so he left it as he sprinted across the neck, deactivating the tattoo just before he reached the hydra’s body. Merrick yelled for Shadow, pointing at the hydra’s neck. A moment later, Shadow was there, his powerful claws raking huge gouges in the hydra’s neck even as its head turned around.

Grabbing a handful of manastones from his pouch, Merrick dropped them in the wound and then turned and sprinted away as fast as he could as the head bore down on him. As he glanced back, he saw the dagger still stuck in the side of the hydra’s snout, and he lunged to the side, reaching up to grab it and using it as a pivot to swing himself around.

As he flew through the air, he drew his other pistol and fired, hitting the spot where the manastones were now buried in the hydra’s skin. The beam burrowed through the hydra’s scales, hit the first manastone, and set off a chain reaction of explosions. The blast of air caught Merrick and sent him tumbling head over heels out into the swamp.

The first explosion had been strong, but this explosion, set off in a chain reaction, tore the hydra’s neck straight from its body, creating a massive crater in its back and causing its thrashing head to sink into the swamp. The hydra’s only remaining head was currently withered and missing half its skull, its regeneration completely blocked by the assault of Emerald’s venom.

Skipping across the water, though not by choice, Merrick curled up, hoping he didn’t hit a tree. Instead, he skipped off a bank and flipped over in the air, rotating uncontrollably before slamming down into a muddy pond. For a moment he just lay there, the wind knocked out of him.

And then, as the reality of his situation set in, he surged back to his feet, looking around wildly. In the distance he could see the hydra, all three of its heads gone or dead, and its body writhing violently. Merrick had lost both pistols, and he had no idea where any of his rifles were. One of his spears was at the bottom of the swamp, and the other had been stuck in the head of the hydra that had been blasted away.

Unsure how he was going to fight now, he began running back toward the hydra, praying that it wouldn’t heal in time. He had more manastones but no way to ignite them, with his mana rifles gone. But then he caught sight of the head of the hydra in a nearby mangrove tree.

Sprinting across the roots, he climbed up the tree as rapidly as he could, dodging past the squirming neck to reach the head that was still twitching, as if it wanted to snap. He wrenched his spear free and launched himself into the air, his feet kicking rapidly. As if by magic, his foot found a branch, and he sprang forward once more, letting out a fierce roar as he fell into the craterous wound on the hydra’s side.
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The hydra’s bones had been badly shattered by the explosion, breaking the golden connection that formed its natural mana circuit and leaving the flesh around its heart unprotected. Sinking his fingers into the squirming flesh, Merrick ripped at it with his spear, sawing fiercely as he cut through the last layer of defense to reach the monster’s heart.

He caught sight of it, a pulsing ball of flesh that practically glowed with energy. Just as he was about to drive his spear through it, he heard Emerald shout, “No! Cut it free!” He hesitated for a brief moment, desperately wanting the fight to be over. But then, teeth gritted, he did as she said, tearing into the flesh around the heart to cut it free, even as Shadow battled against the monster’s still-whipping tail.

Finally, with one last stroke of his blade, the heart popped free, nearly falling into the swamp. Grabbing it, Merrick held it in his arm tightly and jumped away. He could feel the raw energy coming off it, and behind him the hydra shuddered and then collapsed, its body unable to maintain itself without its heart. As he dragged himself up onto some nearby roots that had miraculously survived the battle with the behemoth, Shadow raced over, his eyes shining.

“I hope it was worth it,” Merrick said, groaning.

With a hiss Emerald rose up out of the water, glaring at Shadow, who was eyeing the hydra’s heart.

“It’s for him. We get the flesh, he gets the heart. but the heart’s the most important part. I could grow five years just by drinking it, and it will fully activate his elixir of life,” Emerald hissed, her tone brooking no argument.

“He has the elixir of life?” Shadow asked, taking a step back. “I thought he had death’s bane.”

There was a moment of silence and then, looking surprisingly embarrassed considering she was a snake, Emerald shook her head.

“He has all of them,” she said. “All three.”

“Oh, that explains a lot,” Shadow said. “Yeah, you should definitely drink the heart. We’ll eat its body.”

As the two Great Spirits vanished, Merrick called after them.

“Get my weapons while you’re at it.”

No matter what the heart might do, it wouldn’t be worth losing one of his spears and all of his manatech weapons. He wasn’t quite sure how he was supposed to consume the heart, though they had said drink, and so, fortifying himself, Merrick cut a slit in it and lifted it to his lips. Hot blood poured into his mouth, nearly causing him to choke, but he managed to get it down, drinking it in big gulps as it spread flame through his body. He could feel the effect racing through him, infiltrating his cells and causing his wounds to rapidly heal.

As the last mouthful of blood poured into his mouth, the heart suddenly began to shrivel up, bursting into hundreds of red threads which burrowed into his body, bringing with it a wave of pure agony as he felt as if his body had been set on fire. With a sharp cry, he fell backward, slipping from the tangle of roots and splashing into the dirty swamp water, causing steam to rise in a thick cloud as the cool water brushed against his burning skin. Thankfully, it only lasted a few minutes, and Merrick was able to claw his way back onto his seat. Shuddering, Merrick suddenly laughed. Surprisingly, it wasn’t as bad as reforging his tattoos had been.

He had assumed it would have taken the two Great Spirits a good while to eat the hydra, considering how large its body was, but barely half an hour later it was gone, no sign of it ever having existed apart from the absolute devastation the battle had caused. Furthermore, Emerald had also found time to fish up Merrick’s weapons, and after drying them all off, he strapped them to his back once more.

“How do you feel?” Emerald asked, staring at Merrick.

“Not that different, honestly,” Merrick said.

“Hmm, try cutting yourself.”

Giving her a skeptical look, Merrick saw Shadow nodding. The jaguar even extended a claw, as if offering to do it for him. Shuddering, Merrick took a step back and pulled out his knife, making a small cut on his palm.

“Look, there’s no—” he hadn’t even gotten through his sentence when the wound vanished.

“Huh,” he said, staring at his completely smooth palm, making a larger cut. He watched as the flesh knitted itself back together in only a few seconds.

“That’s sort of terrifying,” he said, his voice much calmer than he felt.

“Hmm, seems weak to me,” Shadow said, and to Merrick’s horror, Emerald nodded.

“I think we need to find a troll,” she said. “This is only half as effective as it actually should be, but unfortunately, you can only drink one hydra heart. After that, they lose effectiveness. The question is, where do we find a troll?”

“There are trolls in the jungle, but they’re probably not quite strong enough for what we want,” Shadow mused. “Oh, what about the Southern Swamp? There are trolls in the Southern Swamp, aren’t there?”

“Merrick, we need to go to the Southern Swamp,” Emerald said, her eyes lighting up.

“The two of you need to relax,” Merrick said. “What do you mean, this is only half as effective as it should be?”

“The elixir of life is so potent that the wound should close up as you are making it,” Emerald said. “When I reach my peak, that’s what will happen with me.”

“It’s true,” Shadow said, nodding sagely. “Snake’s true form is the Undying, Ouroboros.”

“I told you I’m the best,” Emerald said with a happy wiggle.

Glancing over at Shadow, Merrick raised his eyebrows, but to his surprise, Shadow gave a grudging nod.

“My abilities are pretty good, as I can cut through anything with my claws, but it’s hard to beat endless regeneration, immortality, and poison so potent that even the thought of it can kill you.”

“And that’s why I’m number one,” Emerald said with a happy hiss, “and also why you should go find a troll heart.”

“Sure,” Merrick said. “I get it, but not right now. Right now we’ve got other things we have to do, like going and meeting up with Sellie, and Maro, and Pita too. I think we’ve had quite enough excitement for now, and I don’t fancy another fight like this one anytime soon, even with improved regeneration.”

Hearing Emerald grumble under her breath, Merrick flicked her head.

“It’s not cowardice, it’s wisdom. Right, Shadow? Back me up on this.”

Instead of backing him up, Shadow just turned and looked away, ignoring him. With an angry sigh, Merrick shook his head.

“Come on, let’s go.”

Both of the Great Spirits were exhausted, and having eaten their fill of hydra meat, were ready to rest. As they transformed into bracers, however, Emerald spoke one last time.

“You should check the nest. Hydras like to collect things.”

Merrick, who was already moving away, paused, his eyes turning back toward the ruins of the hydra’s nest. It was true, hydras did like to collect things, and more importantly, now that he was actually paying attention, he could feel something potent underwater.

Diving into the water, he swam over to the nest, took a deep breath, and kicked his feet up, swimming down toward the bottom of the swamp. The nest was only thirty feet deep, a large tangle of roots forming a basket underwater. Even completely submerged, Merrick had no trouble following the song of the world, and in fact, in many ways, it was magnified.

He spotted what he was looking for almost immediately, a plant growing up out of a thick patch of mud. He wasn’t sure what the plant was, but as he reached out to grab it he saw something else half sticking out of the mud. It looked like the pommel of a sword. and as he grabbed it and pulled, he realized that the roots of the plant were intertwined around the blade.

Holding the sword, he slowly swam to the surface. and as the plant reached the air it suddenly opened, releasing a dense scent that quickly diffused into the air. There was a simple pearl in the center of the plant, and as soon as it was revealed, it gleamed with a faint blue.

“You should grab that and run,” Shadow said, “like right now, as fast as you possibly can.”

Twitching, Merrick grabbed the pearl, tore the sword free from the tangling roots, and leapt from the water, his feet landing on a root and propelling him forward as he fled. Holding the bead tightly in one hand, Merrick could feel intense mana emanating from it.

At first he didn’t know why Shadow had told him to run, but then he heard a rumble behind him and a loud bellow of anger. Glancing back, he saw a massive frog charging through the swamp. It was easily fifteen feet tall and must have been forty-five feet long outstretched. It was heading straight for the hydra’s den, a madness in its eyes as it let out mighty croaks.

There was a sharp screech, and from a different direction a twenty-foot-tall crane charged over as well, its wings flapping, its eyes equally red. and it wasn’t just two giant creatures, but hundreds of others, all moving toward the place where the flower had reached the surface.

“Should I ask what this is before I throw it away?” Merrick asked breathlessly as he tore through the swamp as fast as he could.

“You’ll regret it forever if you do. That’s a clearwater bead, a source of concentrated water mana,” Emerald said. “No wonder the hydra was able to grow so fast. It was collecting all of the water mana into that elemental lotus, and over a long period of time, it created that clearwater bead.”

Behind Merrick the swamp creatures had all reached the hydra’s nest. Sensing the hydra was gone, they plunged in, fighting desperately for even a bite of the lotus. Pushing his Serpent’s Stealth skill to the max, Merrick kept running.

“What do I do with it?” he asked. “Can I eat it?”

“Only if you want to throw up water forever,” Shadow said with a laugh. “Though actually, that might not be a bad idea. Whenever anybody attacks you, you could just open your mouth and wash them away with a torrent of water.”

“Don’t listen to him,” Emerald said. “There are two things you can do with it. You can either absorb it slowly over time, which will improve your ability to handle mana, especially water mana, or if you can find a dark earth bead, or a sunflame bead, or even a bright cloud bead, you can combine them to create an even more potent dual-element bead, which will be four times more effective than consuming a single elemental bead by itself.”

“If it’s so potent, why didn’t the hydra consume it?” Merrick asked, seeing the mountains in the distance and speeding up.

“They’re not helpful for monsters. Instead, the mana the lotus gives off is better for monsters. My guess is that it was eating the petals one at a time, then using the bead and that sword to regrow the petals.”

With all the talk of the clearwater bead, Merrick had practically forgotten he was holding a sword. Having left the swamp well behind, he began to examine it as he slowed to a jog. It was a curious blade with a simple handle of steel and a two-and-a-half-foot blade extending from it. The blade, however, had a series of holes running up the center. They caused it to hum whenever it moved through the air.

Gripping it, Merrick suddenly slowed, his eyes lost in thought as his Weapon Master’s skill kicked in. With a simple motion, he cut the air, producing no sound whatsoever. Then, with a twist of his wrist, he slashed, causing a raging howl as wind rolled off of the blade, tearing through the air. He had never heard of a blade like this, but to him it was just more evidence of the Teresk Empire from long ago. For all he knew, the sword had been lying in the swamp for 10,000 years, and regardless of how long it had been underwater, there wasn’t a single mark on the blade or handle, no sign of corrosion or anything like it. In fact, the sword looked practically new, making him wonder if someone had brought it from offworld.

One of the prospectors maybe, who died in the swamp. Yet, that didn’t make sense either, as none of the Warrior’s memories contained anything like this. The prospectors used mana-powered weapons, it was true, but almost never swords. Instead, they used manatech weapons like the rifles or pistols, occasionally power axes or other mana-infused melee weapons. Merrick couldn’t sense any mana in this blade. Instead, the holes produced different notes depending on how it was swung, stirring the song of the world and creating different effects.

“I don’t mean to be a nag,” Shadow said suddenly, “and believe me when I say that I’m all for you figuring out how to use weapons. That’s sort of my thing, but you might want to run.”

Realizing he had been lost in playing with the sword, Merrick glanced over his shoulder and saw a suspiciously large hill creeping toward him. It took him a moment to realize it was the giant frog. It had pursued him through the swamp, and now as he was getting to the mountain foothills, it was still following him. It could probably sense the energy the clearwater bead was giving off. Merrick slowly backed up and saw the frog, which was still pretending to be a hill, crack an eye and look at him. As soon as it realized he was staring at it, it froze. Merrick didn’t. Instead, he turned and ran, and a moment later there was a loud splat followed by an explosion of dirt and mud and filthy water as the frog’s tongue shot out and slammed into the ground where Merrick had been standing a moment before.

Feeling a wave of air pressing toward him, Merrick turned and by instinct slashed. No sound emerged from the sword, and the air around him suddenly stilled, forming a barrier that blocked the wave of dirt coming. There was a loud thud, and glancing up, Merrick saw the frog leaping through the air. Its single leap must have carried it a hundred feet, and it landed with an equally loud thump, causing a small crater to form in the soft ground.
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Deciding it would be much better to be somewhere else at the moment, Merrick put all his energy back into running, sprinting away from the frog as fast as possible. Unfortunately, its hundred-foot leaps allowed it to cover distance incredibly quickly, and no matter how far Merrick got ahead, the frog was quick to catch up. Seeing the mountains looming ahead, Merrick put his head down and ran, his body filling with the song of the world as his feet flew over the muddy ground.

Shifting directions, Merrick raced off to one side as the frog impacted the ground behind him. It let out an angry croak and began to turn toward him, opening its mouth to spit its tongue. Spinning, Merrick leveled one of his mana rifles and fired into the frog’s mouth, the beam cauterizing a deep wound across the frog’s rolled tongue. The pain seemed to come as a shock to the frog, and without a sound it blinked its huge eyes and closed its mouth. Then, with a furious croak, it stormed toward Merrick, running with surprising swiftness straight at him.

Merrick didn’t wait to see if it could catch up as he turned and sprinted away, scrambling up a hill into the more rocky, mountainous terrain. As he ran, the frog ran after him, slowing considerably as it tried to heave its bulk up the side of the mountain. Merrick used the terrain to his advantage, bounding up rocks and running up every steep hill he could. It was one thing to leap a hundred feet on flat ground, another to try to leap up a hill, and with its size the frog simply couldn’t compete on speed. Soon, he began to leave it further and further behind, but Merrick didn’t slow down. He didn’t like the look in the frog’s eyes when it stared at him, and he imagined that his rifle shot, while intended to scare it away, had just made the frog develop a grudge.

It took him two hours to make it up the mountain, and when he turned and looked back, he saw the frog halfway down the slope, still coming. Letting out a light groan, he shook his head. Hopefully, the frog would get bored and go home, though knowing his luck, it would just continue chasing after him indefinitely.

Rounding the mountain, Merrick ran along small game trails, and though his mind was mostly on the frog chasing after him, he didn’t forget to pay attention to the sky and the song of the world. The problem was that anywhere he was in the mountains, he could feel the discordant screech the scaled beasts produced—it was simply a matter of how loud it was if it drowned out the rest of the melodies.

As he jogged through the mountain range, Merrick tried to decide what to do. He could continue to move through the mountains, along the southern edge of the gorge, and head toward Red Gulch in the east. That would be the shortest route. Or, he could go visit the cave once more. Licking his lips at the thought of spending more time next to the leyline, Merrick could feel the craving in his body. This was the danger of the mana-infused water. It was incredibly addictive, and even now he could feel the pull it exerted on him. He thought about asking the Great Spirits, but both of them were quiet, no doubt digesting all of the mana-rich meat they had consumed.

Deciding it would be better to avoid the cave and the exposed leyline it contained, Merrick turned south, his feet carrying him across the rocks with ease.

He had lost his pack and all of his food during the fight against the hydra. Consequently, Merrick kept an eye out for any game. Eventually, he spotted a mountain goat on a rock in the distance. Ducking down behind some brush, he carefully and quietly worked his way forward until he was within twenty-five feet. There wasn’t a way to get closer, and unfortunately the angle was bad. Rather than throwing his spear and knocking the mountain goat down the side of the mountain, Merrick retreated, backing up to see if he could try from a different angle.

By the time he worked his way around, the mountain goat had decided it wanted to move somewhere else, and off it went. This left him annoyed and rather frustrated. He continued on, jogging through the mountains, occasionally seeing animals too far away to hunt. Eventually, however, he came to the southern edge of the massive gorge. He remembered that there had been pigs in the woods above the gorge. When he went to find them, however, he didn’t see any recent tracks or any signs that they had been around since the previous winter.

When he, Barak, and the prospectors had come through the year before, the mountains had been positively teeming with game. Now, despite having traveled for almost a day and a half, he had seen next to nothing. He found a few berries and hesitated for a moment, knowing they were poisonous. Figuring that eating something was better than nothing, even if it would give him a sour stomach, he picked a few of the berries and tried them. To his surprise, they were sweet and delicious and didn’t upset his stomach at all. Figuring it was either because of his improved regeneration or the celestial snake poison making him immune to whatever toxins the berries carried, Merrick ate a bunch of them, stripping them from the bushes as he passed by.

The following day, after crossing about half of the gorge, he saw a small herd of deer in the distance and decided to try his luck again. This time, he was much luckier, managing to get within fifty feet of one of the deer with a clean shot. Rather than fire his rifle, however, he used his spear, standing and hurling it in one smooth motion as he had seen Barak do the year before. Straight as a beam from a mana rifle, the spear stabbed through the deer’s ribs, piercing its heart and killing it instantly. As the rest of the deer scattered, Merrick trotted over and pulled it to the edge of the woods. He quickly field dressed it and then, taking the meat with him, moved some distance away to start a fire.

Soon, he had half a dozen venison skewers going and sighed in anticipation as he saw the grease dripping down and falling into the fire. Once the first skewer was done, he pulled it off and blew on it before biting into the delicious meat. He ate quickly, filling his empty belly, and then started a second round. He had just finished them and was kicking dirt over his small fire when he heard a distinct sound in the distance. It was the crack of a mana rifle, followed by another, and another. In all, he counted twelve shots, and as he stood listening in the silence that followed, he felt a sense of disquiet. Unless the World Guard were here, he couldn’t imagine who would be down in the gorge.

Immediately, his mind went to the manastone mine and his gaze hardened. The only people who knew about the manastone mine, besides himself and Joseph, worked for the Gorgon Company. His expression fierce, Merrick took off running, heading back toward the rim of the gorge, determined to see who was making all the noise.

When he reached the edge of the gorge, he hunkered down, squatting far enough back that he wouldn’t be an easy target, and began looking over the landscape. His eyes searched for any sign of movement. At the same time, he tapped into the song of the world, examining the melodies, trying to figure out what was going on. The discordant sound of the scaled beasts was surprisingly light, indicating that they didn’t have much presence in this area. Curious if that was because they had been driven back by the army, Merrick continued to hunt and soon found a worrying melody. It was faint, indicating a great distance, but also clear, and was the melody he associated with Joseph. For some reason, Joseph was in the gorge.

Carefully working his way back west along the southern lip of the gorge, Merrick continued searching, looking for signs of a group. Eventually, he came across the rockslide Vale had once shot him off of, and after hesitating for a moment, he scrambled down it. He took off across the wide-open floor of the gorge, heading toward the manastone mine. By this point, he was almost completely convinced that was where he would find the prospectors. After crossing half the distance, he saw them, or rather saw their camp.

Immediately, he stopped, hunkering down behind a small hill. Then, crawling up, he looked them over. It wasn’t the World Guard, that was for sure, but there were a surprising number of tents. The camp looked to be in the process of being set up, and as Merrick watched, he saw more tents being erected. Others were working on a small wall made from felled logs, giving the indication that whoever this was, they were planning on being here for a while.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t see much from where he was, so Merrick crept off the hill and began to move closer. He had to stop about 500 feet out, as there wasn’t a good way to approach the camp, an indication that whoever had picked it knew what they were doing. Realizing he would have to wait until nightfall, Merrick retreated, finding a small clump of trees and a log that had fallen over. He tucked himself behind the log, positioning himself so he could see if anyone left the camp, and began to wait.

Time trickled by. The sun, hot overhead, began its slow descent to the west. Merrick didn’t move. He could see the prospectors in the distance. They had finished setting up the camp and were hard at work on the wall, doing their best to get it up before night fell. Hearing a sharp cry overhead, Merrick glanced up and caught sight of a featherless bird in the distance. The prospectors saw it as well. A moment later, a thin beam shot out from the camp, accurately striking the bird at a range of over 2,000 feet. It was little more than a speck in the sky to Merrick, but the sharpshooter had hit it with perfect accuracy, and it tumbled from the sky as the mana rifle shot echoed across the gorge.

After a tense moment, the prospectors got back to work, and soon enough they had a fairly sturdy-looking wall erected all the way around the camp, except for at the entrance. The wall was only four feet high, just enough to impede a creature who wanted to come in, though not enough to keep out anything truly determined. But that was what the prospectors had mana rifles for. As night fell, Merrick saw a group of four prospectors beginning to patrol, two going one way and two going the other. They circled around the camp, carrying torches in their hands, while the rest of the prospectors gathered around the bonfire to eat.

Two hours later, the guards switched, and as Merrick watched, the same pattern repeated over and over again. Realizing it was going to be harder to sneak into the camp than he had thought, Merrick still approached closer once night fell. His main goal was just to determine which prospecting company this group of prospectors belonged to, and more importantly, to find out if Vale was with them. He could feel Joseph’s melody in the camp and knew his partner was present.

Wondering how to get Joseph to come out so he could talk to him, Merrick caught sight of a logo on one of the crates near the entrance of the camp when a guard passed by with a torch. It was a seal depicting a nest of snakes, each pointing a different direction. Merrick felt his blood boil and had to forcefully stop himself from storming the camp right then and there. Merrick slowly retreated, clamping a lid down on his anger. He wouldn’t act until he was sure. There were simply too many opponents, and losing his life trying to kill Vale when Vale wasn’t even present wasn’t a smart idea. At the same time, Merrick knew exactly why they were in the gorge. They wanted to stake a claim.

More distressing, however, was the fact that Joseph was with them. For a brief moment, Merrick wondered if Joseph had sold him out, but then he rejected the idea. It was much more likely that Joseph was a prisoner, that they had lured him out somehow and forced him to come. If they weren’t aware of Merrick or the fact that he had a claim spike, they might believe that Joseph had yet to stake his claim, which meant they’d have the opportunity of claiming the entire area by forcing him to sign over his stake.

For the rest of the night, Merrick watched from a distance, catching naps here and there as he observed the camp. When morning came, the camp came to life as the sun came up. Breakfast was started and a delicious scent drifted over the camp wall, making Merrick’s stomach rumble. A group was being put together as well, and after breakfast was finished, ten prospectors left the camp, heading toward the mine in the distance.

Joseph was with them, though clearly not by choice. He had a busted lip and a black eye and walked with a slight limp. He was dressed in his normal clothes, but there was no sign of any of his weapons, including the knife Merrick knew he hid in his boot. The men moving with him were heavily armed, each carrying a holstered pistol as well as a rifle and at least one knife, if not two. Some of the men had hatchets as well, and one of them carried a heavy-bladed battleaxe with an ornate handle that Merrick pegged as a mana-empowered weapon.

Following from a good distance behind, Merrick trailed them as they headed toward the cliffs in the distance. Joseph had been there when the mouth of the mine collapsed, and while it had closed off access, it also made the mine impossible to miss. Though he tried to slow down the closer they got, one of the men pulled a knife from his sheath and pressed it painfully into Joseph’s back, forcing him to walk forward until they stood outside the collapsed mine entrance. After hesitating for a moment, Merrick decided to take a risk, and he slowly crept forward, keeping himself completely hidden. When he got within earshot, he heard them discussing the collapsed mine entrance and what to do.
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“Can’t we just plant the spikes out here?” one of the men asked.

“No, the actual claims are inside the cliff. We have to spike inside the actual area we want to control. Otherwise, if someone else beats us to it, they can technically claim ownership of the mine.”

“But how are we going to get into the mine? It’s clearly blocked off.”

Another one of the prospectors let out a sharp laugh. “Why do you think we brought all those grunts?” he said.

“And the pickaxes,” another one added, chuckling. “That’s right, they’ll have some digging to do.”

Joseph, his expression ugly, stood with his head down, staring at his feet silently. Glancing at him, the leader of the group shook his head.

“You shouldn’t have tried to run,” he said to Joseph. “You should have known you would be caught.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Joseph replied, spitting on the ground.

With a short laugh, the prospector shoved Joseph, nearly knocking him over.

“You were hired to find the mine, and after coming back what do you do? You stake a claim right next to it? Come on, do you think we’re idiots?”

“I’m telling you, I never saw the mine,” Joseph said. “When I got here, all I found was this massive cave-in. So we returned.”

“You mean you returned? Not a single one of the other prospectors made it back. Awfully convenient, don’t you think?”

From the way Joseph answered, it was clear they had been over this countless times.

“I’m telling you, we ran into scaled beasts on the way back. I was lucky to make it out. The others? I guess they weren’t.”

“And your claim? How do you explain that?”

Joseph shrugged.

“My partner picked it. I told him to go for something in the gorge, thinking that if Gorgon was going to stake a claim here, that it was probably a good bet. He just happened to pick one next to yours.”

A flash of anger raced across the face of the leader of the prospectors, and stepping forward, he backhanded Joseph across the mouth, causing his already split lip to bleed more.

“Keep spitting your lies,” he said, “and I guarantee this will be where you’re buried.”

Licking the blood from his lip, Joseph spat on the ground again.

“At least the view will be nice,” he said with a grin, barely controlling his anger.

The leader of the prospectors turned around, ignoring the quip and gestured for the others to gather.

“Let’s get him back to camp,” he said. “Master Vale will be here in a couple of days, and we need this rubble cleared before then.”

“What should we do with him?” one of the prospectors asked, pointing at Joseph.

“Throw him with the grunts, and if he’s so much as peeps, put a beam in his head.”

Since they were about to head back to camp, Merrick quietly withdrew, his mind spinning through everything he had heard. Joseph hadn’t betrayed him, and more importantly, Vale would be arriving within the next few days. This gave Merrick a few options. He had a feeling that if he didn’t rescue Joseph soon, someone in the camp would grow angry and Joseph’s life would be in danger. After all, after they had opened the mine back up and confirmed it, they’d have no need of Joseph anymore. Which meant that Merrick was on the clock if he wanted to steal his friend away.

The second thing was that Merrick had options when it came to hunting down and killing Vale. He could go ambush him before he even arrived in the gorge, but to do so would mean he would need to leave now, which would put Joseph at risk. He could wait until Vale was in the camp and then look for a time to kill him, but that meant he would have to face off against all of the prospectors. Of course, there was not much that could be done against a well-placed mana rifle shot. but Merrick didn’t want it to end that way. He had sworn to kill Vale, to avenge Barak, and he wanted to do it with Barak’s weapons, which meant getting up close and personal.

Suppressing his impulsiveness, Merrick decided to focus on helping Joseph escape first and then worry about Vale. Given Merrick’s abilities, he was confident there was no way Vale would be able to escape after arriving at the gorge, so he was able to focus his attention completely on looking for an opportunity to break Joseph out.

That night, Merrick made it his mission to find out which tent Joseph was being kept in. Leaving his rifles in the small stand of trees, Merrick crept close to camp once night fell and picked a spot right up against the wooden wall, making sure he was out of sight of the patrolling guards. There he waited until the moon was high in the sky and just about everyone had gone to bed. He waited for a change in the guard, and when the guards all met together near the front of the camp, he hopped the back wall and slipped in among the tents.

Guided by Joseph’s melody, it didn’t take him long to find where Joseph was being kept. It was a tent with a dozen others, all of them chained together in one long line with the chain staked to the floor at regular intervals, forcing them into a seated position. After checking for any guards, Merrick slipped into the tent, his entrance making no noise.

Carefully reaching out, he grabbed Joseph’s foot lightly, maintaining a consistent pressure. Joseph’s eyes snapped open but he didn’t move, recognizing the sign for incoming danger. Slowly, he tilted his head up, his eyes going wide when he saw Merrick grinning at him in the darkness. There was next to no light in the tent, but Merrick was rather hard to mistake for anyone else, and Joseph knew who he was immediately.

Careful to make no noise, Joseph slowly shook his head back and forth, and then lifting three fingers and pointing to the side, he made a slicing motion across his neck. At first, Merrick didn’t know what he was talking about, but as he looked across the chained people who were laying haphazardly on the ground sleeping, he realized that one of them wasn’t actually chained. He was wearing the same sorts of clothes as everyone else and looked just as dirty, but unlike the others, he wasn’t chained up, even though he was lying among the people who were. Wanting to make sure he got it right, Merrick mimed something around his wrists and then crossed his hand. Joseph nodded, pointing at his own shackles and making an X with his fingers. Again, he made the three sign, pointing toward the unshackled man, and then made a throat-slitting motion. Realizing that Joseph wanted him to kill the unshackled man, Merrick slipped back out of the tent, leaving a very confused Joseph behind.

Tapping on his left bracer, Merrick whispered quietly to Emerald, “How potent is your venom? Can it kill somebody without waking them up and without causing them to spasm?”

His bracer shimmered as Emerald’s head appeared above it, her mouth open and her fangs extended. As Merrick watched, a faint drop of nearly clear liquid began to pool on the end of her fang.

“Drop this in his mouth or ear, and he’ll be dead in seconds.”

Unsheathing his dagger, Merrick touched the tip of Emerald’s fang, pulling the drop of poison off. He held it carefully, not wanting to drop it on anyone else, and made his way back into the tent, appearing silently next to the man Joseph had indicated. He was sleeping on his side, and ever so carefully, Merrick dropped the poison down into the man’s ear. Apart from stiffening slightly, nothing happened, and it took a full minute for Merrick to realize the man wasn’t breathing any longer.

He moved back to Joseph after sheathing his dagger and began to unlock Joseph’s chains. The shackles were bound with a pin, but he simply grabbed them and slowly peeled them apart, popping the pin out without any trouble. Though they tried to remain quiet, a couple of the people around Joseph were woken up by the sound, but as they looked up, rubbing their eyes, Joseph held his finger to his lips, making a shushing motion. The two men who had woken up stared at Merrick in shock and then looked back at Joseph. For a moment, Merrick wondered if they were about to start yelling, but then they slowly nodded and laid back down.

Slipping out of the tent first, Merrick looked around to make sure the coast was clear and then gestured for Joseph to follow. He did, though not nearly as quietly. It had been half an hour since Merrick had first entered the camp, which meant there was still another hour and a half before the guard changed again. Not wanting to risk it, Merrick had Joseph wait in between two tents, and then, heading some distance away, Merrick waited until the guards were close and grabbed one of the posts of a tent and pushed it over.

As the tent collapsed, Merrick retreated quickly, keeping a close watch on the guards. As soon as they rushed over to the tent to investigate what was going on, Merrick tapped Joseph on the shoulder and the prospector lunged to his feet, dashing across the open area around the tents and rolling over the wall. He landed as quietly as he could, and a moment later Merrick was next to him, picking him up and darting into the darkness.

Though Joseph wasn’t light, Merrick carried him with ease, his feet flying as he headed toward the stand of trees. Once there, he didn’t stop, simply picking up his bundle of rifles and gear and continuing into the darkness. It was only when he was about a mile away that he finally paused, mostly because Joseph was swearing up a storm. Placing him down on his feet, Merrick grinned at the prospector and patted him on the shoulders.

“It’s good to see you, friend. I’m glad you’re not dead.”

“Me too,” Joseph said, swearing under his breath. “Though if you had kept running like that, I might be. Ugh, my stomach hurts so bad.”

Merrick had been carrying Joseph over his shoulder, and while he thought it had been a rather smooth ride, the prospector clearly didn’t.

“So why’d you have me kill that guy?” Merrick asked.

“Because he’s a rat? If he had heard us, or woken up and noticed we were gone, he would have raised an alarm. Scum of the earth, that one. He’s done more than enough to deserve a noose, but the guards like keeping him around cause he’s willing to sell out the other prisoners. He’s the one who got me captured, so you don’t have to worry about killing an innocent man.”

Flashing a smile that showed his canines clearly, Merrick shook his head.

“I was killing a prospector. I wasn’t worried about that.”

Looking Merrick up and down, Joseph sighed.

“You look like you’re doing well,” he said, “but you wouldn’t happen to have anything to eat, would you?”

“Some venison, though it’s not cooked yet. We should make our fire further away. I can either carry you, or you can run.”

Looking slightly queasy, Joseph held up his hand.

“I’ll run,” he said.

“Good, here.”

Taking one of the rifles off of his pack, Merrick handed it to Joseph and they took off, heading toward the river and a small forest along it. Once they were a few miles from the prospector camp, they set up their own camp, cooking the rest of the venison Merrick was carrying and letting Joseph eat his fill. Fetching some water from the river, Merrick mixed in a couple drops of essence from the leyline to help rejuvenate Joseph. The effect was tremendous, though Joseph had no idea why he was suddenly so full of energy. Having eaten and rested, he began to lay out the situation for Merrick.

“I’m sure you know by now, but it’s a Gorgon outfit,” Joseph said. “They must have already been on world, because from what I hear, Gorgon’s not particularly welcome in this world. But they put a team together to open the mine. Vale is on his way and should be here in a day or so. He’ll be bringing others with him, likely another team, which means ten more of the company soldiers, as well as a few dozen prospectors, and of course some convicts for labor.”

“Are those the people you were in the tent with?” Merrick asked.

“Convicts. Yes, they’re in for all sorts of things, but rather than keep them locked up, they get shipped out and used for labor. Helps them reduce their sentence, so long as they don’t die, of course. If we can, I’d like to see about freeing them, as most of them have already served long past their term and only a couple were in for anything bad. One of them you killed, and the other ones aren’t such bad guys.”

“Will they help us fight against Gorgon?”

“Yes,” Joseph said, his eyes gleaming. “They hate the company as much as we do.”

Slowly, Merrick shook his head.

“No,” he said. “Maybe as much as you do.”

With the flame from the fire reflecting on his face, Merrick’s crimson fangs on his cheeks stood out sharply, causing Joseph to slowly swallow. To him, Merrick felt like a vicious beast, biding its time and watching for a weakness.

“Fair,” Joseph said, remembering how Merrick had ambushed him and his team over and over again as they fled through the mountains.

Realizing too late he was making Joseph uncomfortable, Merrick tried to soften his tone.

“If we can, we’ll free them and arm them. They can help us against the enemy. For now, though, we should determine our plan. Vale will not return from the gorge.”

Neither of the men felt like sleeping, so after putting out their fire, they headed further into the gorge. Joseph was certain there would be a search party coming after him, so Merrick led him along the river and then into it. They crossed to the other side and circled back, making a wide loop to another crossing, leaving a trail that led in a large, long loop. Merrick had already picked the spots he wanted to launch his ambush from, and after that, all there was to do was wait.
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The sun was already up in the sky when the commotion in the camp started. Merrick had left Joseph back by the river and gotten closer, wanting to get a good sense of what sort of impact Joseph’s escape would have. He considered telling Joseph how to get out of the gorge, but the prospector was just as excited about the opportunity for revenge as Merrick was and wouldn’t be persuaded to leave.

After a considerable amount of yelling, fifteen men, all heavily armed, left the camp, following a man who carried no weapons and was dressed like one of the convicts. He traveled ahead of the group, his eyes sweeping the ground as he picked out the trail. It took a considerable amount of time for them to even find it, as Merrick left no trail whatsoever. He had been carrying Joseph for the first mile as well, so there was no sign of them anywhere near the camp, but just after lunch they stumbled upon Joseph’s tracks. Shouting with excitement, they began following them.

Merrick had already gone back to talk to Joseph, who informed him that the convict they were using to track Joseph down was someone worth saving. He was a man named Amos, one of the ones who had worked far longer than his conviction stated he needed to, but Gorgon didn’t want to let him go and kept making up reasons to extend his term.

This required modifying their plan, as Merrick had been assuming they would simply massacre anyone who came after them. Once Joseph was in position, Merrick moved closer to the path they had taken. They had picked a spot along the river with nearly no cover and a long stretch of rocky shore. Joseph was across the river, perched among some boulders and logs they had piled up, while Merrick was hiding no more than fifty feet away in a small stand of trees.

They only had to wait about forty-five minutes before the enemy arrived. The tracker was moving quickly, picking out the bootprints Joseph had left behind as he traced him along the river. The other prospectors looked impatient and were crowding close behind him, urging him to go faster. When they were directly across the river from Joseph, he fired his first shot, dropping one of the Gorgon prospectors. Merrick had left three of the rifles with him, and two more shots followed in quick succession, killing another and critically wounding a third. Caught completely off guard, the prospectors panicked, some of them dropping to the ground, others turning to look for cover.

The tracker was the quickest to act, jumping to the ground and covering his head with his hands. A few of the others began to run for the woods and others shot across the river, trying to find Joseph’s hiding spot. The three prospectors who made it into the woods dove down and turned, lifting their rifles as they scanned across the river. Merrick, who was only ten feet from one of them, stepped out from behind a tree, his feet making no noise as he glided across the forest. Some sixth sense must have warned the prospector of the danger, because he started to turn around, but before he could Merrick’s spear pinned him to the ground, stabbing him straight through the heart. His death was quick and quiet, and Merrick was already on the move.

The second and third prospectors who had run to the forest were close together and were yelling back and forth as they tried to figure out where Joseph was. Creeping up, Merrick picked up a stick and slammed it against a tree next to one of the men, fading back into the forest immediately. The other man, startled, jerked his rifle up and fired, showering his companion with splinters.

Cursing, the other started to get up as well, only to fall face forward as a knife shot out of the woods, stabbing through the back of his neck. Already on edge, the prospector who had just fired swung his rifle around, looking wildly for his opponent, forgetting in the process to draw his pistol. He caught sight of Merrick as Merrick stepped around a tree and hurled his spear, catching the man straight in the chest.

Joseph had continued to fire at the prospectors on the beach, but they were now returning fire with a steady cadence to prevent him from being able to lift his head. Gathering the three pistols from the Gorgon prospectors he had killed in the woods, Merrick walked out onto the beach, moving casually as if he was just out for a stroll. Of the fifteen people who had left the camp, three had been killed or wounded in the first volley and three more in the woods, leaving only nine remaining. With pistols stuffed in his waistband, Merrick held a rifle in each hand. The first prospector to see him had just fired off a shot, and before he could shout a warning, Merrick leveled his rifle and touched the manastone, unleashing a shot that nearly tore the man in half.

He fired his second shot almost immediately after, killing another prospector who was getting up to look. Tossing the rifles aside, he pulled out two of the pistols and two more prospectors fell. The sudden assault shocked the prospectors quite badly, and as they rolled over to face the new threat, Joseph stood up and fired, killing someone else. There were now only four prospectors left, and two of them, wanting no part of the massacre, turned and bolted. Ignoring them, Merrick pulled out the last pistol he had looted and dropped another prospector as a shot from across the river took down the other remaining, who was lifting his rifle toward Merrick.

Two of the prospectors were running away along the beach, crouched to try and avoid being shot, but Merrick, casually picking up one of the rifles from next to one of the dead prospectors, dropped one of them. The other was close to 500 feet away by this point, but Merrick wasn’t in a hurry. He picked up the rifle, and then, crouching down next to the convict tracker, who was still covering his head, tapped him on the shoulder. Looking up, Amos was quite bewildered when he saw a terrorist grinning at him and holding a rifle.

As Amos eyed the rifle, Merrick gestured, “He’s getting away,” he said.

Reaching out, Amos took the rifle and looked down the bank, his eyes narrowing as he saw the prospector running as fast as possible. Still seated, Amos took a breath, lowered the rifle, and took aim. There was a crack and a sharp scream and the prospector collapsed. Seeing Joseph wave from the other bank, Merrick waved back.

“I imagine the shots will attract some attention,” Merrick said, speaking in common. “We should loot what we can and then retreat.”

Given how well armed the prospectors had been, Merrick, Joseph, and Amos walked away from the fight with a veritable armory, more than enough to arm the rest of the prisoners, if they could free them. Amos was a taciturn man, younger than Joseph, though not as young as Merrick, and after being suitably shocked at the sight of Merrick smoothly handling the manatech weapons, he seemed to accept it as a matter of course. He was quite eager to contribute to the destruction of the Gorgon camp and listened intensely whenever they talked about their plans. Occasionally he would even offer suggestions of his own, and Merrick found they were all brutally efficient.

One of his better ideas was luring a small army of scaled beasts into the area to keep the camp occupied. Merrick thought the idea had considerable merit, though after talking it over decided that scaled beasts weren’t the right answer, as it was highly likely that doing so would lead to the situation getting out of control. They kept close watch on the camp, half expecting another group to leave and try to find out what had happened to the first group. When that didn’t occur, Merrick realized they were dealing with a rather cowardly enemy commander, who was clearly waiting for whatever backup Vale Gorgon would bring.

They weren’t quite sure if Vale was one or two days out, and since freeing the prisoners in the midst of a firefight would be quite difficult, they instead elected to strike while the prisoners were digging at the mine entrance. Merrick had once used the small stand of boulders to attack, and that was where he sent Joseph. Recognizing the spot, Joseph mumbled a curse under his breath and shook his head, earning himself a curious glance from Amos.

“Not worth worrying about,” Joseph said, gesturing to Merrick. “Just be glad he’s on our side.”

Shooting a slightly fearful glance in Merrick’s direction, Amos nodded.

“I am. Believe me.”

Amos was positioned a bit further out with six of the looted rifles, watching for any reinforcements heading over from camp, while Merrick crept close along the wall of the gorge. From their three positions, they could see all of the guards, and on the pre-arranged signal, a sharp whistle from Merrick, they all fired, each dropping a guard. There were ten guards in total, though most of them only carried rifles rather than the rifle and pistol combination the Gorgon soldiers did. After firing his first shot, Merrick dropped the rifle he held and smoothly picked up the next one, sending out his second shot a beat before Joseph and Amos. Two more guards went down and the others scrambled for cover. Unfortunately for them, getting cover against one of the enemy meant exposing themselves to the others. After a dozen sporadic shots, the gorge fell silent.

The prisoners had all hit the ground immediately when the firing began. Now, after making sure the guards were all dead, Joseph jumped up and ran over. Recognizing him, one of the convicts picked up his pickaxe and nodded at another who held out his chains in front of him. A few sharp blows of the pickaxe severed the chain, and soon all of the prisoners were free. Merrick had already looted the guards, and after distributing the rifles to the prisoners, they headed to where Amos was keeping watch.

“There’s movement in the camp,” he said. “We’ll probably have a force coming our way soon.”

One of the other prisoners, who had been staring at Merrick for a while, nudged Joseph.

“Who’s he?”

“He’s my partner, the one I was telling you about,” Joseph said, “so be nice to him, or I can’t guarantee what’s going to happen to you.”

About to turn away and speak to Merrick, Joseph paused and then looked back at the prisoner.

“That’s wrong,” he said. “I can guarantee exactly what will happen to you, and believe me, you won’t like it.”

Rather amused, Merrick walked over to one of the prisoners, who looked at him warily. Paying no attention to the man’s discomfort, Merrick grabbed the shackle around his wrist and popped it open with barely any effort. Staring at the malformed metal, the prisoner gulped and then held out his other hand. Soon, all of the shackles had been removed, and the prisoners had begun to spread out, each holding at least one rifle as they took up positions.

By Merrick’s count, there were only twenty more prospectors in the camp, and he wasn’t surprised when all of them emerged, cautiously making their way toward the mine. As he waited for them to come into range, Merrick idly opened up his status, checking his experience.

His experience points had shot up explosively in the last day, confirming for him that eliminating humans was by far the easiest way to level up. Each person he killed gave him an average of six experience points, which meant another thirty-five kills and he would level up again. Though there was no way he’d be able to do it in the upcoming fight, Merrick didn’t forget that there was also another Gorgon force on the way.

Seeing Joseph’s signal, Merrick closed his status and peeked over the hill he was hiding behind. The enemy prospectors were moving in a loose group, none wanting to be out front, which made their progress quite slow. Merrick and the others had formed a large semicircle, targeting a small space in between two larger hills, and as the prospectors came through the gap between the two hills, Merrick let out his whistle and immediately fired.

[Ding! Six experience points.]

His shot was followed by a cacophony of others, and Merrick saw the Gorgon forces falling right and left. He fired again, hitting another prospector in the chest as the man dove for cover and heard another ding. Carrying his two rifles with him, Merrick set off running, making sure to stay low as he circled around the enemy. He could move much faster than they could, even at an all-out sprint.

As he took up his position once more, he saw two prospectors racing back toward camp. One was the leader of the Gorgon forces, the other one of the Gorgon soldiers. Lifting his rifle, Merrick steadied it, let out a breath, and fired, catching the Gorgon commander in the middle of his chest. As the commander fell backward and the other prospector dove to the ground, Merrick retreated.

Fighting with manatech weapons was a dangerous and precise business and required a considerable amount of adjustment in thinking from using cold weapons like bows. It was possible to be hit by an arrow and still make it out of a fight alive. With manatech weapons, that was not the case, as even a scratch would likely remove enough of the target’s body that fighting was no longer an option.

Though he hadn’t been wielding manatech weapons for that long, Merrick had a whole lifetime of experience that had been merging with him for the last year. Because the lethality of the manatech weapons was so high, the first-mover advantage was unbeatable, and that was what Merrick was capitalizing on. Walking into an ambush was practically a death sentence, and so far it had been for the prospectors.

Shifting around the battlefield was a must, and Merrick’s ability to reposition quickly gave him even more of an advantage. Seeing a figure creeping over a hill, Merrick hit the ground, his rifle coming up. Just before he fired, he recognized the outfit of one of the former prisoners and let out a small sigh, pulling back without exposing himself just in case his new comrade didn’t have as much firing discipline.

There were occasional shots as everyone tried to find an angle to hit their opponents, and after listening to where the shots were coming from, Merrick let out a sharp whistle. This was the signal to retreat, and soon all but one of the former prisoners had gathered with Amos and Joseph, meeting Merrick at their agreed-upon spot.
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Seeing Joseph count them again, one of the former prisoners shook his head.

“Jeb’s dead,” he said, “caught a shot peeking over a hill.”

“Shame,” Joseph said with a frown. “How many of the enemy are left?”

“Seven,” Merrick replied, causing the others to look over at him.

He was currently crouched a bit apart from the group, his rifle across his knee as he listened carefully to the melodies flowing through the gorge.

“Circle around and secure the camp,” he said, getting to his feet.

A couple of the prisoners, taken aback at how directly he issued orders, looked at each other and then at Joseph, but Joseph had already nodded.

“You heard him,” he said. “We’ll go secure the camp.”

“What about the rest of them? Shouldn’t we finish the fight?” one of the prisoners asked.

Flashing a bright smile, Merrick turned and then took a few steps and was gone, leaving Joseph to chuckle and shake his head.

“Fight’s as good as done,” he said. “Let’s go.”

It took Merrick the better part of an hour to hunt down the remaining enemies, though he didn’t end up killing all of them, as three threw down their weapons and surrendered. Those three he escorted back to the camp, handing them off to Joseph to imprison. It was clear from the way the freed prisoners avoided him that most of them were quite frightened by Merrick, and he couldn’t necessarily blame them. After all, he had just eliminated the better part of the enemy troops by himself. Gathering together with Joseph and Amos to decide what to do next, Merrick laid out his thoughts as clearly as he could.

“You should stay here,” he said to Joseph. “Use the supplies, though you should try and get rid of anything that marks this camp as a Gorgon encampment. Hire the prisoners we freed. Set up contracts with them so it’s all official. The three men who gave up are prospectors, so if you feel like you can trust them, you can hire them as well.”

“What about you?” Joseph asked, frowning. “What are you gonna do?”

“There’s still an enemy force coming this way,” Merrick said, “and I have an appointment with their leader.”

“Do you need help?” Amos asked, his solemn face extra serious.

“It is kind of you,” Merrick said, “and I’d be happy to have both of you with me. However, you’re needed here, and I move better on my own. If the fight becomes too much, I’ll retreat in this direction. If you hear three shots in rapid succession, relatively close, know that I’ll be coming in hot with the enemy right behind me.”

Before he left, Merrick gathered everyone together and looked them over. He was taller, broader, and significantly more dangerous looking than any of them, and as he looked over the group, no one dared meet his gaze.

“I’m leaving,” he said, “and Joseph will be in charge. I will be back, however, and if, when I come back, anything has happened to Joseph, accident or not, I will hunt each of you down and skin you alive.”

As he issued his threat, he grinned, knowing how much humans liked to see his sharp canines. Judging from the shudders that ran through most of the prospectors, Merrick felt that he had made his point.

“On the other hand,” he said, “if nothing has happened to Joseph, then you all get a bonus. Double whatever Joseph is going to offer you.”

“Hey, we didn’t talk about that,” Joseph said.

“Oh, come on, Joseph, don’t be a cheapskate,” one of the former prisoners said, easing the tension a bit.

Listening as Joseph talked to the prospectors, Merrick felt as if everything was in order, and after collecting his weapons, including an extra rifle and two extra pistols, he left. He was currently armed well enough to defeat an army on his own, which was exactly what he was planning on doing. He headed through the mountains, looking for signs of Vale and the Gorgon group. While listening to the melodies of the mountains, he moved. Twice he was forced to dodge patrols of scaled beasts. On the morning of the second day, he finally spotted them: a large group walking through a valley. Having learned his lesson from the first time, Vale was taking the longer way around, skirting the mountains whenever possible as he pushed toward the gorge.

That day, Merrick watched them closely as they traveled. In the evening, they set up camp, much like Merrick and Barak had done with Vale and his small team the first time they had come to the gorge. Only this time, Vale’s group was moving on a much larger scale, and it took far longer to both set up and tear down their camps, which suited Merrick just fine.

That night, under cover of the cloudy sky, Merrick crept close, slipping into the Gorgon camp and creeping close to the tent where Vale was sleeping. Dodging the guards hadn’t proven very hard, likely because none of them ever expected a vengeful native to come after Vale. After all, according to the official record, the Gorgon Company wasn’t even here. Pausing outside the tent, Merrick listened, his ears picking out Vale’s steady breathing. The tent was tied shut from the inside, which meant Merrick would have to cut through the fabric if he wanted to enter. Thinking it over, Merrick decided against it, as it wasn’t his intent to kill Vale right then and there.

He still hesitated before leaving, however, and for a long moment he stood in the shadows by the tent, torn between retreating and simply slashing his way into the tent and ending Vale with a spear through the heart. Unfortunately, doing so would only solve half of the problem, as it wouldn’t stop this force from heading to the gorge and crushing Joseph and the others.

Standing silently in the night, Merrick could feel the melodies of the world flowing through him, and he felt a smile come to his face as he had an idea. Making a small cut in the fabric of the tent along one of the corner posts, Merrick slipped into the tent by peeling back the fabric and sliding under its edge, careful to make no noise. Pushing himself to his knees, he glanced at Vale who was sleeping, the crimson blood on his face starting to sting. Forcefully stopping himself as he reached for his spear, he closed his eyes and calmed himself, and a moment later he was out of the tent and sneaking away from the prospector’s camp to where his gear was waiting.

The next day he followed from a distance, making sure to stay far enough away that the scouts wouldn’t find him. More than once he was tempted to launch an attack, especially when he saw Vale walking in the front of the group. It would be simple enough to drop him in place with a well-aimed rifle shot, but Merrick resisted the temptation, waiting until night fell once again.

Perched on a rock a few thousand feet from the camp, he quietly meditated as the moon rose high overhead. A storm had been brewing for a couple of days, and he could feel the winds change, carrying rain with them. This was in part what he had been waiting for, as it would drastically reduce the effectiveness of his opponents while making him all the more deadly. As thick raindrops began to fall, Merrick lifted his hands toward the sky. Lightning flashed, highlighting Emerald and Shadow, who had appeared next to him.

“Tonight we hunt,” Merrick said.

The two spirits, able to sense that Merrick wasn’t in the mood for messing around, shared an excited glance and vanished into the darkness. After a moment, Merrick took his spears and followed after them, making his way through the pine trees toward the small hill where the prospectors had set up. When he arrived on the edge of camp, everything was quiet. There were four guards posted, one on each side of the camp, and Merrick knew they were changed out every three hours, which was more than enough time for him to act.

The first guard fell to Emerald’s fangs, a quick bite on his calf causing him to stiffen and fall to the ground. The second was dragged into the darkness by Shadow’s claws, unable to make a sound due to the hole in his throat. Merrick took care of the third, slipping up behind him and sinking a dagger through his ribs. The fourth guard, completely unaware the others had fallen, turned to glance at the camp and in the next moment was gone, the torch he was holding falling to the wet ground where it spluttered and went out. Merrick, sensing the guard’s disappearance, grinned. It was time to begin.

Lifting one of his rifles, Merrick aimed into the darkness across the camp and fired. The beam shot through the center of camp, accompanied by a crack that sounded like thunder. Immediately, there were shouts as prospectors jumped to their feet and raced out of their tents. The noise they made was drowned out, however, by a thunderous croak that rolled like thunder over the camp, causing everyone to freeze.

A moment later, a massive frog stormed out of the darkness, a scorched hole in its lip. One of the prospectors, horrified, lifted his rifle, but before he could fire a massive sticky tongue shot out, wrapping around him, and a moment later he too was gone, his rifle clattering to the ground, torn from his grip as he was pulled violently into the frog’s mouth.

There was a crunching sound as the frog crushed the man’s body to pulp and then swallowed him down. Another rifle went off, tearing into the frog’s thick, rubbery skin without doing any significant damage. It still infuriated the frog, however, and the frog turned and charged in the direction the shot had come from, crashing through the tents and crushing prospectors under its giant webbed feet.

The camp was pure pandemonium as the prospectors tried to deal with this massive creature that had just invaded their camp in the middle of the night. None of them had ever encountered anything like this, and as they struggled to come to terms with the chaotic situation, a dozen other prospectors fell prey to the monstrous frog rampaging through their camp. Considering its bulk, the frog was surprisingly quick and charged from one side of the camp to another, causing devastation wherever it went.

Shots flew fast and thick in the night, causing bright streaks that splashed against the frog’s skin, scorching holes in its body. In the pure chaos, Merrick took aim with his rifle and fired, dropping a prospector who was trying to rally those around him to mount a real defense. Watching carefully, Merrick swapped out his rifle and shot again, this time targeting a soldier who seemed to be trying to gather others as well. The prospectors were in such a panic that no one realized there was any enemy outside of the camp, giving Merrick free reign to cut them down. More than a few prospectors, not fancying their chances against the massive beast, rushed into the darkness, hoping to wait until it had grown bored or full and wandered off. Merrick didn’t bother with them, as he knew they would fall to Emerald’s bite or Shadow’s claws.

He was keeping half an eye on the tent where Vale had been sleeping, so he noticed immediately when a small squad of Gorgon soldiers arrived at the tent’s entrance. Hearing them calling out amid the screams, Vale stepped out, staring in astonishment at the massive beast laying waste to his camp. Though Merrick had been hard at work, the prospectors, organized by the professional soldiers who worked for the Gorgon Company, had begun mounting a defense, and soon volleys of shots were tearing at the frog’s skin.

With enraged croaks, the frog would charge into the prospectors, scattering them and killing a few who were too slow to escape its bulk. Then a volley would come from another direction and the frog would charge over there. A dozen times it crossed the camp, and it quickly became apparent that the frog was simply too large for the manatech rifles to do more than prick its skin, so the soldiers began organizing a retreat.

Ordering the prospectors to fire one last volley, the professional soldiers escorting Vale began moving in the opposite direction as the furious frog chased after the prospectors shooting at it. Suddenly, however, the frog stopped, its mouth opening wide and its nostrils flaring, and then, too swiftly for anyone to react, it turned and shot its tongue out, targeting Vale and the soldiers around him. The frog’s sticky tongue slapped into one of the soldiers, dragging him back toward the frog’s mouth. After crunching on the prospector, the frog let out a loud croak and hopped forward, crushing a tent under its webbed feet. With heavy steps, it stomped forward, and as one soldier lifted his gun to fire, another pushed it down.

“What are you doing? Don’t attract its attention.”

“We already attracted its attention. Why is it coming this way?”

The soldiers began to panic, shouting at one another even as they tried to retreat. Seeing the frog heading their direction, one of the soldiers, unable to handle it, lifted his rifle swiftly and fired, and with a cry the frog plunged forward, causing the group to scatter, Vale among them. Seeing his target turn and run into the darkness was Merrick’s cue to begin the chase, and he moved from his position, leaving all but one of his rifles in place as he began to track Vale through the darkness. Two soldiers had gone with Vale, intending to protect him, but as Merrick followed them through the darkness, they were anything but safe. Closing in on them, he saw one of the soldiers was lagging behind, and with a burst of speed, Merrick dashed forward, his feet making no noise against the earth.

Coming up behind the soldier, Merrick slipped an arm around his neck, choking him tightly as he pulled him off the path. Though the soldier was strong, the song of the world sang in Merrick’s veins. The soldier never had a chance. Merrick’s dagger plunged down swiftly and the soldier stilled. Scrambling up a steep, pine-tree-covered slope, the other soldier glanced back and saw his companion was gone, nearly causing him to slip. Though the guard wanted to stop and find his companion, Vale was forging ahead, clearly terrified the giant frog might catch up.

Behind them, they could hear screams and rifles firing, indicating that the fight against the frog was ongoing, but to Vale, it sounded as if everything was ringing in his ears from just a few feet away. The second soldier fell as the first had, dragged off the path into the darkness and quietly eliminated by Merrick, who stepped out from behind a large rock after the soldier passed by.
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Still scrambling up the hill, Vale didn’t realize he was alone until he reached the top of the hill and turned to speak to his guards. Finding himself alone in the darkness, Vale’s eyes went wide and he began to panic. Spinning around, he stared into the darkness, desperately searching for any sign of his guards.

There was a crack in the forest and Vale drew his pistol, firing a quick shot. The beam splashed against a pine tree, throwing a spray of wood into the air, and Vale turned and bolted. He tore through the darkness, stumbling over rocks and bumping into trees as he fled until his breath came in great gasps. Eventually, he couldn’t run any more, but as soon as he slowed to a stop he heard another crack, this time from a different direction. If his mad dash had achieved one thing, it was that his pistol was once again recharged, and he lifted it, though he didn’t fire.

“Who’s there?” he asked, his voice trembling as he looked around. “Come out, or I’ll shoot.”

Merrick, watching from behind a tree, slowly crouched and picked up a rock, which he casually tossed out to strike against a nearby tree. With a quiet thud, it hit the tree and fell to the ground, and a moment later a beam lit up the night as Vale fired at the sound. His pistol put a hole in the tree and his face paled as he realized he had fallen for a trick. Before he could do anything, Merrick was already moving, slipping out from behind the pine tree he had been hiding behind and charging toward Vale.

His spear stabbed toward Vale’s stomach, intending to gut the young man, but a moment before the tip of the spear stabbed into Vale there was a shimmer and a yellowish mana shield sprang to life around Vale’s body, stopping the blow. Cursing, Vale tried to fall back, but Merrick was too quick for him and tripped him up, slamming Vale into the earth. Rain fell thick on them through a small gap in the branches, and as Vale looked up, a bolt of lightning cracked across the sky like a rifle shot, lighting up the dark night. Vale’s eyes went wide as he saw Merrick’s face, and he recognized Merrick instantly, despite the changes Merrick had undergone in the last year. Looming over Vale, Merrick stabbed down with his spear. The tip of the stone blade came to an abrupt stop as it impacted the mana shield.

Overcoming his shock at the sight of Merrick attacking him, Vale shouted, “You! You should be dead! I saw you fall!”

Merrick didn’t reply. He simply lifted his spear into the air and drove it down once more, slamming it into the center of Vale’s chest. The force of the stab drove Vale into the ground, but despite Merrick putting every ounce of his strength behind it, it failed to pierce through the barrier.

Eyes narrowing imperceptibly, Merrick lifted his spear again, clearly intent on continuing to hit the barrier as many times as he needed to. Of course, Vale wasn’t about to sit still, and he tried to scramble backward. Before he could get far, Merrick’s foot came down on his leg, pinning him in place as Merrick stabbed again.

Letting out a shriek as the blade plunged toward him, Vale’s breath nearly stopped as the tip of the spear halted barely an inch from his chest. Relief flooded through him and he began to laugh, his voice filled with panic.

“You can’t get through my mana shield,” he said. “I bet you’ve never seen anything like it.”

He was forced to halt his rant as Merrick’s blade slammed into him again.

“The technology of the Empire is unbeatable. No matter how many times you hit me, you simply won’t be able to get through.”

Merrick’s expression was impassive as he lifted his spear and stabbed down again. This time, Vale actually stuck out his chest, as if daring Merrick to attack him. Still pinned in place as Merrick was stepping on his thigh, Vale sneered as the tip of the spear was stopped once more.

“Look, you can keep this up all night. You’re never going to get through. Why don’t we make a deal instead? You’re clearly a strong hunter, so come work for me.”

Watching Vale babble, Merrick gave no indication that he understood the prospector and simply lifted his arm mechanically before driving it down once more, this time toward Vale’s stomach. Vale continued to spout nonsense, despite the fact that it was clear Merrick was paying no attention to his words. Suddenly, Vale’s voice choked off and he lifted the pistol he still held, aiming it straight at Merrick’s chest, a wild look in his eyes. Merrick, who held his blade in the air, stared back impassively.

“Ha! You stupid savages don’t understand anything! You’ll never win!” Vale screamed and triggered the pistol.

Just before the beam shot out of Vale’s gun, the silver tattoos on Merrick’s left arm roared to life, casting light throughout the pine forest. His body shifted to the side, and he watched as the beam ripped past him. He knew that Vale was simply buying time until his pistol recharged, but Merrick didn’t care. As the tattoos faded and the world resumed its normal speed, a mocking smile rose on his lips.

“The man you killed,” Merrick said, speaking in perfect common, “was worth more than you and your entire company. Today, you will die, and Gorgon will have no place in this world.”

Instead of lifting his spear, as he had done before, Merrick placed it on Vale’s chest, watching as a sense of panic grew in Vale’s eyes. Mana shields had a particular quirk, in that they stopped physical objects by canceling kinetic force. This meant they were exceptionally good at stopping arrows, blades, and anything that came flying at the bearer, but they were not good at stopping slow things, like the stone blade Merrick had begun to push forward.

With a fearful yell, Vale dropped his pistol and gripped at the stone blade with both hands, attempting to keep it from piercing into his chest. But Merrick continued to push down. Little by little, the stone blade cut into the shield, penetrating a fraction of an inch at a time. Though he was desperate to stop it, Vale wasn’t nearly as strong as Merrick.

As Merrick leaned over Vale, the crimson band across his face seemed to glow with an unearthly light. The sharp blade cut through the shield on Vale’s hands first, slicing deeply into the prospector’s skin, causing blood to splash and Vale to shriek in pain. Merrick didn’t stop, and a moment later the blade broke through the mana shield, sinking deep into Vale’s chest. The yells of pain were suddenly cut off, and Vale stared up at Merrick uncomprehendingly. Merrick, staring down at Vale, whose throat he had just pierced, twisted the blade and forced it down further, severing Vale’s spine and killing him.

An intense feeling swirled through Merrick as the world recognized the completion of his oath. The crimson fangs drawn onto his face with his own blood flashed and vanished as power roared through him. Throwing back his head, Merrick let it out into the night, howling up into the storm with all his might. The sound carried, bouncing among the trees and echoing from the rocks until the earth howled with him.

When he finished, Merrick felt spent and a sense of lightness surrounded him. Leaving Vale’s body where he lay, Merrick turned around and stopped, staring at the indistinct figure in front of him. He imagined it was only a trick of his eyes, but he could have sworn he saw Barak from the corner of his eye. The warrior was smiling, and even as Merrick swung around to take a better look, he crossed a fist over his chest, giving the warrior’s salute, and vanished. For a long moment, Merrick stared at the empty spot where he had seen Barak, a smile on his lips. Still holding his spear, Merrick began to run back down the hill and toward the camp. The ruckus had mostly died down, and as he arrived at the edge of the camp, he saw a surprising sight.

Emerald and Shadow were in the middle of the camp near where Vale’s tent had been, facing down against the mostly dead giant frog. It only took a glance for Merrick to see that they hadn’t attacked yet. Instead, the incessant beams from the mana rifles had finally begun to do their work, and the frog was badly wounded, its body scorched all over and riddled with holes. With distressed croaks, it stared at Shadow and Emerald but didn’t dare get closer.

Jogging into the camp, Merrick glanced around at the complete devastation. There were bodies of prospectors everywhere, along with the crushed remains of the tents and supplies the prospectors had been transporting. Mud brought by the rain still pouring out of the sky in great sheets covered everything, and more than one tent was smoldering. As soon as he reached Emerald and Shadow, he saw both of them were looking quite full, and Emerald turned her head.

“None of them escaped,” she said, causing Merrick to give her a big grin and reach out to stroke her scales.

“Well done,” he said. “The two of you did very well.”

Shooting a contemplative look at the giant frog, who had done most of the work and suffered the most damage, Merrick walked over to the remains of Vale’s tent and began to kick everything aside, using his spear to tear through the heavy material as he looked for something. When he found Vale’s pack, he opened up one of the smaller pockets and pulled a gleaming blue orb out of it. The frog immediately stilled, its eyes darting between the Great Spirits who were blocking it and the orb in Merrick’s hands. After looking at it for a moment, Merrick suddenly grinned and tossed it to the giant frog, who snapped it out of the air with lightning speed.

“There you go,” he said. “You deserve it, after all of your help.”

Though it was unlikely the frog understood him, it still let out a happy croak and turned and dragged itself into the darkness. Emerald and Shadow, both clearly ready to rest and digest the food they had eaten as they hunted down the prospectors in the night, transformed into bracers, and Merrick, gathering his rifles and gear, took off into the night, vanishing as if he had never been there in the first place.

The next morning found Merrick miles away, standing at the peak of another mountain as he breathed in the fresh air, still wet with the rain from the night before. The wind blew from the east, carrying with it the fresh scent of the plains, and in the distance he could see a large lake glinting as the sun rose and cast its golden glow across the land.

Slowly, Merrick’s hand rose, his fingers touching the spot on his face where he had drawn with his blood. Though he had yet to look at his reflection, he knew that the mark was gone, evaporated along with his oath. There was a feeling of relief and pride mixed with a sense of lightness, and he felt as if Barak would have been proud of the warrior he had become.

Merrick was under no illusions, however, that everything was all right. The world was still tainted by the scaled beasts which even now prowled the land around him, and by the prospectors as well who moved like locusts, seeking what they could find and devour.

The morning breeze brushed up against his skin, and with it the song of the world. It hinted of new lands, places yet to be seen, paths yet to be trod, and Merrick’s heart sang along with it. Though he would stop in Red Gulch to meet with Selie, Maro, and Peta, Merrick knew that his journey would take him far beyond. There were still three other Great Spirits to gather, and the palace of the ancient Empire of Teresk to unlock. More than that, however, there were scaled beasts to hunt and slay and an empire to chase back to their own world.

Of course, Merrick didn’t know how he was going to do that, and he was under no illusions that he’d succeed by himself. Yet a glimmer of possibility had begun to grow in his imagination. First, he would crack the code, allowing races other than humanity to use manatech, and then he would recruit the greatest of warriors and take the fight to the Empire. Whether he would win or not, Merrick didn’t really care. At this point, what mattered was that he fought. He needed to swear no oath to protect this world from those who would ravage it, because Merrick couldn’t think of anything else he would rather do.

The song swelled to a crescendo, bringing with it fresh scents and the knowledge that there was a young boar less than two hundred feet away down the mountain. With a grin, Merrick unsheathed his spears and lifted them to salute the morning sun.

“Watch over me,” he said, speaking to the spirit of Barak, “and witness my legend.”

Feeling the air stir, Merrick let out a laugh and took off running, his feet carrying him swiftly down the path toward his breakfast.

Soul Caller will continue in Book Three!
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Complete Quests. Earn Renown. Win. Meet Alexander Krup, your average high school graduate turned video game beta tester. Working for a strange company nobody has ever heard of, he earns his pay by the achievement. After a string of bad luck, including his girlfriend dumping him, he wakes up one seemingly average day and is suddenly faced with blue boxes of text that float in the air. While coming to grips with the fact that he might by hallucinating, a representative of his mysterious employer communicates through the menu boxes to offer a fresh life in another world. With nothing left to lose, Alexander takes the offer and is sent hurtling into a fantasy world both like and unlike any game he's played before. Now, he must choose an alignment. Will he seek Renown or Infamy? One way or another, Alex will leave a mark… or will it be a stain? Don't miss this exciting new LitRPG Adventure from Kos Play, author of the System School Series. Join Alex as he rises from zero-to-hero in a new world filled with monsters, a detailed system, magic, power progression, and so much more!
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he Gods are dead. The Seven Evils reign. Only Hope stands between humanity and extinction... When Sorin's parent's mysteriously die, he is starved for truth and thirsty for revenge. He begs the Eighth Evil, Hope, for assistance, and his prayers are answered... ...Though not in the way he ever expected. He is made a Poison Cultivator, a rare class who are shunned by high society. Unable to continue his medical practice, Sorin turns to adventuring to make ends meet. Though he's only able to afford to team with a ragtag crew of outcasts as companions—An armored polar bear, a stern archer, a sleep-deprived pyromancer, and a peeping-tom rogue. Oh, and a rebellious rat familiar who won’t stop eating the party’s loot when no one is watching. Things are looking up, until Sorin discovers his ancestor’s hidden research notes about forbidden medical research. What dark deeds was his family up to? Only he can find out... if he and his party can survive the coming Demon Tide. Don't miss this new Cultivation Progression Fantasy series from Patrick Laplante, bestselling author of Painting the Mists. Featuring loads of power progression, demon slaying, dungeons, loot, crafting, and even a rebellious pet rat, it's got something for everyone!
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A wizard's first quest. An unlikely companion. Grand adventure awaits! Wanda and Wumble are a small pair with vast ambitions. One an aspiring alchemist, and the other her faithful hound, the pair bond as wizard and familiar to begin their pursuit of magic. As a newly made wizard without any training, resources, or even a home to return to, Wanda will have to forge her own way on a path where constant dangers lurk. Even the simple act of furthering her alchemy education swiftly becomes a harrowing ordeal. Luckily for Wanda, Wumble is no ordinary hound. Contained within her one-eyed companion is a power many factions of the world are actively hunting for. A seed with unfathomable potential waiting to sprout. And anyone who trifles with Wumble’s wizard is in for a ruff time. Experience a brand new universe from Drew Hayes, the bestselling author of Super Powereds and NPCs. Featuring a lovable pair of heroes out on their first adventure, learning about both magic and life in a progression fantasy suitable for all ages!
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A magical new world. An ancient power. A chance to be a Hero. Danny Kendrick was a down-on-his luck performer who always struggled to find his place. He certainly never wanted to be a hero. He just hoped to earn a living doing what he loved. That all changes when he pisses off the wrong guy and gets transported to another world. Stuck in a fantasy realm straight out of a Renaissance Fair, Danny quickly discovers that there's more to life. Like magic, axe-wielding brutes, super hot elf assassins, and a talking screen that won't leave him alone. He'll need to adapt fast, turn on the charm, and get stronger if he hopes to survive this dangerous new world. But he has a knack for trouble. Gifted what seems like an innocent ancient lute after making a questionable deal with a Hag, Danny becomes the target of mysterious factions who seek to claim its power. It's up to him, Screenie, and his new barbaric friend, Curr, to uncover the truth and become the heroes nobody knew they needed. And maybe, just maybe, Danny will finally find a place where he belongs. Don't miss the start of this isekai LitRPG Adventure filled with epic fantasy action, unforgettable characters, loveable companions, unlikely heroes, a detailed System, power progression, and plenty of laughs. From the minds of USA Today bestselling and Award-winning duo Rhett C Bruno & Jaime Castle, An Expected Hero is perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, Kings of the Wyld, and This Trilogy is Broken!
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