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Previously, On The Primeval Apocalypse
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“Hey, folks, good to see you again. Welcome back to The Primeval Apocalypse, and I gotta say, we’re in for a good one. When we last left off, the world’s turned itself upside-down. Civilization didn’t go out with a nuclear bang or an eco-whimper. Nope, turns out we’re the stars of a canceled space reality show. Fast forward six months and our hero, Colin, is still dodging monsters and death. But not just any monsters… dinosaurs! This is the Primeval Apocalypse after all!”

<Camera swings to…>

“In the blue corner, Colin. In the red, the mandrill alpha. It shrieks—sounding the alarms. But get this, they actually have a language. Not just grunts and growls; body language is their Oxford English Dictionary. We don’t know what they’re saying yet, but something tells me it’s gonna be important later.”

<Scene shifts…>

“Our boy Colin gains a new ability: Wild Empathy. Means he understands what all these creatures are saying, mandrills included. Turns out there’s some kinda drama between the alpha and the queen, centered around a mysterious building. Colin, being the star of the show he is, decides to check it out.”

<Quick cut…>

“Enter Noaich, Colin’s newest friend. Picture a six-legged alligator crossed with a dog and some feathers thrown on for flair. Formerly the mandrill’s prisoner, but now with a supernatural bond to Colin thanks to his assistance with the jailbreak.”

<Switch the lens…>

“Then, our drama is taken up a notch as Noaich’s mother enters the scene, the touching reunion moment somewhat undercut by the death and destruction she caused with her arrival. That’s when James, the big man of Jamestown where Colin sleeps, steps in. Long story short? Exile. Yes, our man Colin gets the boot. Considering the alternative was execution, it could be worse!”

<Moving shot…>

“Jumping from tree to tree, Colin and Noaich spend some good old-fashioned time together. Even get a heart-to-heart in. They find out that raptors are intelligent. Little people with scales and feathers. Who knew? But the nature of that intelligence is a mystery. Hive mind? Telepathy? Military discipline? It’s anyone’s guess!”

<Focus shifts…>

“Time for a new character in this show: Johnny Jordan White (hey, that’s me!). He’s J.J. to his friends, but Colin wonders if this upstanding chap is actually a friend. Now listen. I do nothing but be helpful, but Colin’s suspicious. No amount of me sharing what I know about ‘The Big One’ makes him trust me. Shame.”

<Zoom in…>

“Speaking of ‘The Big One,’ it ain’t a meal deal! It’s an entelodont—a prehistoric giant hell-pig under mandrill control. And it wants Colin for dinner. And not as a guest. Guess maybe Colin should have asked me for some more information instead of being suspicious, hm?”

<Pan over…>

“Hey, there’s a different mayor in this corner of Jurassic hell. Meet Rachel. She’s tall, strong, and charming but—wait a minute—Colin senses something’s off. (He doesn’t trust anyone, does he?) Could she be hiding something? What is this strange feeling that forces him to tell the truth to her every question? And that makes him naturally yield to the orders of her sister, Jennifer?”

<Big action sequence…>

“Our heroes fight the entelodont and against all odds, squeeze out a victory. Proper preparation, allies, and opportunity means that ‘The Big One’ isn’t so big anymore. But during the celebration, Noaich is stricken with some unknown malady! Is his salad wilted? Is his steak overdone? No, he’s evolving! What will he become when the dust clears?”

<Ending splash screen…>

“So, what’s next? New allies? More betrayals? And what’s the deal with evolving dino-alligators? All this and more in The Primeval Apocalypse, Season 2. Stay tuned!”

Colin's character sheet so far:

Colin Richardson
Level 8 Beastmaster

HP: 837/837
MP: 0/0
SP: 130/130

STR: 20
CON: 20
DEX: 16
AGI: 18
INT: 10
WIS: 8

Class: Marauder
Subclass: Beastmaster
Beastmaster is a DPS/Support hybrid subclass that amplifies ally capabilities with a variety of buffs and debuffs. Instead of originating from the Beastmaster, most of these debuffs come from charming and training pets to use their abilities. It loses many of the more civilized class skills from Marauder in favor of those that enhance its wilderness survival and make it a more effective scout.

[Class Abilities]

Fierce II (Passive): Deal 20% more damage with melee attacks.

Durable (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 10%.

Second Wind (90 second cooldown, 3 charges): Restore 10% of your hit points instantly, and 15% of your hit points over the next 15 seconds.

Enrage (120 second cooldown): For the next 66 seconds, your damage done is increased by 30%.

Last Stand (Passive): While below 20% hit points, increase all defense ratings by 50%.

Maul (30 second cooldown): Your next melee weapon attack inflicts the [Maul] effect on the target and all enemies in 5 yards around them, dealing 5% weapon damage per second for 6 seconds. Dealing melee damage to enemies with Maul active extends the duration of the effect by 6 more seconds.

Intuition (Passive): Chance to dodge/block/parry attacks by enemies you can sense is increased by 5%.

Bloodbath (90 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, when dealing damage, 25% of the damage done is returned to you as health. Your damage dealt is increased by 5.0% while Bloodbath is active.

Skull Bash (30 second cooldown): Your next unarmed strike stuns the target for 0.75 seconds. Afterwards, take 20% reduced damage from all sources, and deal 10% increased damage for 2 seconds.

Charming (600 second cooldown): Pacify a single target for 120 seconds. While afflicted by the [pacified] debuff, valid targets can be added to your stable by befriending them before the duration ends. Enemies already engaged in combat can resist the [pacify] debuff by making an opposed WIS check against you.

Wild Empathy (Passive): Enables understanding and conveying simple meanings between you and beings you share no language with, including beasts with no language.

Beast Hunter (Passive): All of your senses grow sharper. Increase Detection radius by 100%. Can be activated to increase detection radius by an additional 100%, but only after remaining stationary for 5 seconds. Movement breaks this effect.

Teamwork (Passive): When a Pet or Beastmaster uses an activated buff ability that affects only themself, the buff applies to the other as well, and 50% of its effect will be applied to all allies within 30 feet.

Teamwork II (Passive): While the Beastmaster and Pet are within 10 yards, increase Beastmaster damage dealt by 10%, and reduce Pet damage taken by 10%. Gain Teamwork (Active, Toggle) to swap the bonuses.

Teamwork III (Passive): Pet attacks against targets afflicted by a status ailment from the Beastmaster do 20% increased damage. Beastmaster attacks against targets afflicted by a status ailment from the Pet do 10% increased damage.

Teamwork IV (Passive): Whenever the pet hits an enemy with a physical attack, that enemy’s parry and dodge checks against the next weapon attack by the Beastmaster suffers from a 2% penalty. Whenever the Beastmaster hits an enemy with a weapon attack, that enemy’s parry and dodge checks against the next physical attack by the pet suffers a 2% penalty, and that enemy’s next stat check against non-physical attacks by the pet suffer a 4% penalty. Stacks up to 3 times and wears off once triggered. Base stable slots increased to 2.

Savagery (Passive): You have taken on a beastly aspect. Non-humans will more readily accept you as a contemporary of their species. Gain a resistance to poison and disease strong enough to ignore the risk of poisonous plants or undercooked meat. This resistance does not apply to venoms, poisons produced by alchemy, or diseases produced by System Abilities.

Treat (75 second cooldown): Restore 25% of your pet’s hit points instantly, and either remove one debuff from it, or restore an additional 25% of your pet’s hit points over the next 25 seconds.

Snare (45 second cooldown): Can be activated from either the Pet or the Beastmaster, sharing a cooldown. The next melee attack inflicts a 25% movement speed slow for 15 seconds.

Mistral Reach (30 Stamina, no cooldown): Granted to both the Pet or the Beastmaster. The next melee attack gains a 30-foot range. Mistral Reach counts as a melee attack for the purposes of other abilities.

Feral Resilience (60 second cooldown): A beast touched by the Beastmaster has its resistances tremendously boosted. For the next 30 seconds, when making any stat or skill check against any debuff or non-debuff detrimental effect, double the stat bonus applied to the check, roll the check twice, and take the higher result. When activated, the beast is allowed a reroll against any active debuff or non-debuff detrimental effect with this new boosted check. This may be used on any beast, but cannot be used on the Beastmaster or other class-bearing sentients.

On The Prowl (Active, Toggle): Restore 1 extra point of stamina per second. Toggle to restore 1 extra point of mana per second. Toggle a third time to restore 1 extra point of hit points per second. This restoration cannot be prevented. Both Beastmaster and Pet have independent instances of this ability active.

[Class Achievements]

Built To Resist IV: Take more than 150% of your hit points in damage in 6 seconds and survive. Second Wind gains 2 additional charges. Reduce Second Wind’s cooldown by 10%.

Sustained Rage: Deal 100,000 damage while under the effect of Enrage (lifetime). Enrage gains a 10% duration increase.

Indestructible IV: Spend 120 minutes with Last Stand active (lifetime). The defense bonus of Last Stand is increased by 100%

Pig Sticker: Deal damage with Maul to four targets on the same system tick. Maul now affects an area around your primary target.

Bloodlust II: Recover 100% of your maximum hit points over the course of a single use of Bloodbath. Deal 5.0% more damage while Bloodbath is active.

Third Eye: Block, dodge, or parry seven attacks in a row. Intuition increases your detection radius by 10%.

Thick Skulled II: Stun an enemy with Skull Bash during the cast time of a spell or ability 10 times. After using Skull Bash, take 20% reduced damage for 2 seconds.

Stunning Finisher II: 10 enemies killed during Skull Bash’s stun effect. After using Skull Bash, deal 20% increased damage for 2 seconds.

Sic ‘Em II: Deal 2,500 damage with your pet (lifetime). All pet damage is increased by 5%.

Challenger: Complete your 50th Challenge quest. Experience gain from Challenges increased by 5%.

Sixth Sense: Detect 1,000 hostile creatures using Beast Hunter (Lifetime). Beast Hunter’s activated form can be used to make survival skill checks.

Picked Up The Spare: Convince a foe 20 or more levels higher than you to allow you to live after they deal more than 100% of your maximum hit points to you.

Perfect Teamwork II: Take advantage of Teamwork IV 25 times (lifetime). The non-debuff detrimental effects from Teamwork IV stack up to two (2) additional times.

[Skills]

Unarmed: 3
Sword: 4
Axe: 50
Spear: 8
Bow: 1
Club: 8
Block (Cross-Class): 4
Parry: 40
Dodge: 40
Unarmored: 8
Light armor: 40
Medium armor: 26
Detection: 45
Stealth: 35
Athletics: 29
Acrobatics: 27
Simple Crafting (Cross-Class): 12
Crafting (Alchemy) (Cross-Class): 18
Crafting (Cooking): 7
Use Rope (Cross-Class): 12
Climb: 40
Swim: 6
Brachiate: 21
Ride: 3
Survival: 42
Intuit North: 32
Harvesting: 8
Excavation (Cross-Class): 2
Skinning: 8
Butchering: 18

[Skill Achievements]

Stronger than the Self II (Axe): Deal more than your maximum hit points in damage in under 60 seconds while wielding Axes. Deal 20% more damage with axes.

Line of Attack: Parry 1,000 attacks (Lifetime). Gain Defensive Stance (Active, Toggle) to increase your parry skill by 20% while reducing your weapon skill by 20%.

Sight Unseen: Succeed on a stealth check. Gain Hide In Plain Sight (Active, Toggle) to use stealth skill when there are no shadows or cover.

Lost and Found V: Fail a stealth check by 50 points or more. When failing a stealth check by 25 or less, reroll and take the new result.

Blind Sentinel: Succeed on a detection check while one of your senses is disabled. Increase detection radius by 10%.

Sentry VIII: Succeed on detection skill checks against hostile beings 3,200 times (Lifetime). Increase detection radius by 80%.

Marathon III: Travel 6,000 feet while at 0 Stamina (Lifetime). Increase Stamina Points by 30%, Athletics, Climb, and Swim checks consume 10% reduced Stamina Points.

Freefall VIII: Fall 8,000 feet (Lifetime). Fall 80% farther before an acrobatics check is required to avoid fall damage.

Tastes Bad: Discover an Alchemical Property by eating raw ingredients. When failing a crafting (alchemy) check to discern Alchemical Properties, you may reroll the check once per day without consuming the ingredient.

Gaoler II: Restrain living beings with rope 100 times (Lifetime). When an enemy succeeds on a check to escape bindings you have tied, force them to reroll and take the new result. When an enemy you have bound breaks free, you are notified as long as you are within 30 yards.

Green Teeth III: Survive on foliage only for 3 days. Survival skill is increased by 30% to identify edible plants.

Do The Monkey II: Brachiate 5 miles (Lifetime). When failing a brachiate skill check by 10 or less, reroll the check and take the new result.

Try, Try Again: Fail 50 climb checks (Lifetime). When failing on a climb skill check, any subsequent acrobatics skill check may be rolled twice, taking the higher of the two rolls.

[Equipment]

Head:
Crested Cap
DEF: 14
+2 CON
+4 Acrobatics

Body:
Carnifex Skin Vest
DEF: 14
+2 CON
+4 Brachiation

Hands:
Green Raptor Toe-claw Gloves
DEF: 7
+2 DEX
+4 Climb

Legs:
Leather Leggings
DEF: 5
+1 AGI
+2 Dodge

Feet:
Raptorskin Ankle Wrap
DEF: 4
+2 AGI
+4 Stealth

Adornment:
Dried Eye Pendant
+4 Detection

Adornment:
Armored Hide Bracer
DEF: 10

Weapon:
Iron Ax of Celerity
DAM: 45
DEL: 12
+2 CON
+2 STR
+8 Axe
Additional Effect: Increase personal attack speed by 5% on hit. Stacks up to 5 times.

Offhand:
Sloth-claw Ax of Constitution
DAM: 20
DEL: 15
+2 CON

Noaich’s character sheet so far:

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 8 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 580/600
MP: 400/400
SP: 110/110

Attitude: Best Friends
Growth: 100/100

STR: 10
CON: 16
DEX: 14
AGI: 9
INT: 16
WIS: 14

[Class Abilities]

Teamwork (Passive): When a Pet or Beastmaster uses an activated buff ability that affects only themself, the buff applies to the other as well, and 50% of its effect will be applied to all allies within 30 feet.

Teamwork II (Passive): While the Beastmaster and Pet are within 10 yards, increase Beastmaster damage dealt by 10%, and reduce Pet damage taken by 10%. Gain Teamwork (Active, Toggle) to swap the bonuses.

Teamwork III (Passive): Pet attacks against targets afflicted by a status ailment from the Beastmaster do 20% increased damage. Beastmaster attacks against targets afflicted by a status ailment from the Pet do 10% increased damage.

Teamwork IV (Passive): Whenever the pet hits an enemy with a physical attack, that enemy’s parry and dodge checks against the next weapon attack by the Beastmaster suffers from a 2% penalty. Whenever the Beastmaster hits an enemy with a weapon attack, that enemy’s parry and dodge checks against the next physical attack by the pet suffers a 2% penalty, and that enemy’s next stat check against non-physical attacks by the pet suffer a 4% penalty.

Howl (120 second cooldown): With a fearsome roar, increases the DAM rating of all attacks by 50% for 30 seconds.

Snare (45 second cooldown): Can be activated from either the Pet or the Beastmaster, sharing a cooldown. The next melee attack inflicts a 25% movement speed slow for 15 seconds.

Mistral Reach (30 Stamina, no cooldown): Granted to both the Pet or the Beastmaster. The next melee attack gains a 30-foot range. Mistral Reach counts as a melee attack for the purposes of other abilities.

On The Prowl (Active, Toggle): Restore 1 extra point of stamina per second. Toggle to restore 1 extra point of mana per second. Toggle a third time to restore 1 extra point of hit points per second. Both Beastmaster and Pet have independent instances of this ability active.

[Class Achievements]

Howler IV: Deal 6,000 damage while under the effect of Howl (Lifetime) (Beastmaster included). Howl gains a 40% duration increase.

Scouting Party: Succeed on detection skill checks against hostile beings 10 times after your Beastmaster has failed against that target (Lifetime). Gain the passive benefit of the Beastmaster’s Beast Hunter ability.

Perfect Teamwork II: Take advantage of Teamwork IV 25 times (lifetime). The non-debuff detrimental effects from Teamwork IV stack up to 2 additional times.

[Skills]

Bite: 40
Claw: 25
Dodge: 40
Detection: 40
Stealth: 40
Athletics: 40
Swim: 25
Climb (Cross-Class): 18
Brachiate: 23
Survival: 40

[Skill Achievements]

Marathon: Travel 1,000 feet while at 0 stamina (Lifetime). Increase Stamina Points by 10%, Athletics checks consume 10% reduced stamina points.

[Growth Tree]

Juvenile Baurusuchus
Physical Path
Requirements: Achievement “Sic ‘em II”, pet consumes 1x Savory Shank, Growth > 90
Ability Unlock:
Shockwave (30 second cooldown): Affect a conal area with a bellowing blast. Knocks enemies back and reduces their DEF rating by 10% for 5 seconds. Enemies pushed into walls or other obstacles take physical damage.

Apprentice Baurusuchus
Magical Path
Requirements: Achievement “Best Friends”, Pet consumes 1x Peppered Steak, Growth > 100
Ability Unlock:
Comet (120 second cooldown): Call down a magical strike from above. Deals magic damage in a circular area at range, and inflicts Irradiate for 60 seconds, dealing damage over time and reducing enemy DAM rating by 10%.


Chapter 1
Evolution


In any other scenario, I might have mistaken Noaich’s visible seizures and color shift for a sign of danger. He was turning from a molted brown to a pale off-white, and it wasn’t exactly a smooth and sterile transition. But thanks to the unique connection I had to him through the system, I knew he wasn’t suffering. He wasn’t in pain.

Noaich was excited.

Celebrating.

Try telling that to the horrified onlookers. Reassuring the group that Noaich wasn’t dying didn’t help as much as I expected. By default, people didn’t like to see animals suffer. They just… weren’t listening to me that he was fine.

Better than fine.

Noaich’s primary goal since we met—and the catalyst for our agreement that made him my companion—was seeking power. This was a very important step for him to become what he wanted to be.

The evolution process stalled for a little while. I assumed it was the system giving me a chance to cancel the growth if this wasn’t the path I wanted. Once it picked back up, though, the change went very quickly from there.

He physically grew a tremendous amount. His Growth meter filling up over his time as a Baby Baurusuchus had caused him to grow from just under five feet long from nose to tail to between seven and eight feet.

The evolution process, however, caused his size to almost double in a few seconds. As he grew, the milky-white scales on his body popped off and were replaced with black scales that had faint brownish highlights. His belly was lighter in color, almost gray-beige. The feathery crest behind his head went from a little bit of light brown down to thick and proper feathers in a dark red-brown color that covered the back of his neck. From the front, the crest would almost look like a crown if it still fluffed up when feeling strong emotions as it had in his previous form.

His body shape shifted as well.

Noaich’s six legs were a little more squat, making him look a little more crocodilian in silhouette. His snout was much longer now, too, and his body was a lot sleeker and less pudgy around his torso. While he’d doubled in length from nose to tail, he was actually slimmer all the way down, making the change in total size less extreme than I’d initially thought.

His eyes went from dark brown to a striking golden color, the black slit pupils standing out starkly against them where they had blended in before. Considering his new abilities—and eventual development of further magical powers—it was slightly intimidating. Knowing that he could call down a powerful magical attack wherever he was looking made being the object of his immediate attention just slightly more of a threat.

And he was looking at me now, but not with intent to harm. But with expectations. Concern.

I answered with a big beaming smile.

“Great job, buddy,” I said quickly. “One step closer to making me into your sidekick.”

His reddish feather crest flared up as he stood a little bit taller, obviously proud of his growth.

The group of Rachel’s raiders around us gave a polite—but confused—applause for Noaich. It wasn’t lost on me that the raiders had taken the opportunity to push themselves in front of the crafters and gatherers in the camp.

Despite all we’d done for them, Noaich still appeared to be a monster in their eyes.

I tried not to hold it against them.

Instead, I checked the changes to our stats. Hitting Level 9 on top of the evolution was a good spike of power for us. I wanted to see what new toys we got and spend my ability points, but more importantly, I needed to start planning for Noaich’s next evolution form. As expected, there was another branch in the path, and I’d need to discuss with him how to proceed, and keep the requirements in mind as we went.

On instinct, I filtered the list to only see what was new and what had changed.

Colin Richardson
Level 9 Beastmaster

HP: 941/941
MP: 0/0
SP: 130/130

STR: 22
CON: 20
DEX: 16
AGI: 18
INT: 10
WIS: 8

[Class Abilities]

Teamwork V (Passive): Whenever the Beastmaster deals damage to one or more enemies with an ability that costs stamina points, the pet will recover 10 stamina points. Whenever the pet deals damage to one or more enemies with an ability that costs stamina points, the Beastmaster will recover 10 stamina points.

Savage Claws (50 Stamina, 8 second cooldown): The next unarmed attack damages a 50-degree arc and has its damage increased by 10%.

Diamond Hide (180 second cooldown): Increase DEF rating by 50% for 20 seconds. Double this bonus against non-physical attacks. Usable by both Beastmaster and Pet, but cannot stack with itself.

Noaich (Apprentice Baurusuchus)
Level 9 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 675/675
MP: 475/475
SP: 110/110

Attitude: Best Friends
Growth: 0/100

STR: 10
CON: 18
DEX: 14
AGI: 12
INT: 24
WIS: 16

[Class Abilities]

Comet (120 second cooldown): Call down a magical strike from above. Deals magic damage in a circular area at range, and inflicts [irradiate] for 90 seconds, dealing minor damage over time and reducing enemy DAM rating by 10%.

[Growth Tree]

Noble Baurusuchus
Support Path
Requirements: Beastmaster achievement “Advantage State II”, pet consumes 1x Dragon Mignon, Growth > 95
Ability Unlock:
Blue Blood (Passive): Choose any one ability. Halve its cost and/or cooldown permanently. Ability selection can be changed on level-up.
Convection (60 second cooldown): Blast a 30-foot cone with fiery energy that obeys the Noble Baurusuchus’s will. Enemies in the area take damage divided between mana points and stamina points before overflow is applied to hit points. Allies in the area recover mana points and stamina points before overflow is applied to hit points.

Mage Baurusuchus
Offense Path
Requirements: Beastmaster achievement “Perfect Teamwork V”, Pet consumes 1x Tantalizing Broth, Growth > 100
Ability Unlock:
Spellcasting (Passive): Unlock Elemental Draw, and grants access to the [Spellcasting] systems. Baurusuchus family affinities are Fire, Thunder, Wind, Light.
Thunderbolt (30 second cooldown): Channel a lightning bolt to zap a wide radius around the Mage Baurusuchus. Enemies that take damage from this ability are stunned for 2 seconds.

Between the two, it seemed like the Noble Baurusuchus was the most powerful option. Doubling the uptime for Howl or Comet would be absurdly powerful. And having a potent area-of-effect heal that could also drain enemy resources would be devastating if I found myself in combat with more and more mandrills. Exhausting them while bolstering myself would make any fight where Noaich could stay out of danger into a trivial affair.

But I knew what he would want. Mage Baurusuchus was another significant step toward his goal. It just had the higher potential, even if the specifics were a bit more nebulous. What was Elemental Draw? What were the [Spellcasting] systems?

If abilities weren’t our spells, then what were the actual spells?

Taking just a second longer to think about it, though, Mage Baurusuchus might be better, anyway. Making him a Noble would be stronger if we were teaming up with a larger group, so that we could all work together to protect him to keep his Convection going. But if it was just the two of us, I would struggle to protect him by myself.

Meanwhile, even discounting whatever options [Spellcasting] would unlock, Thunderbolt would be a powerful way for him to defend himself from attackers that I couldn’t ward off.

This was all far in the future, though. His growth stat had reset to 0, and in addition to needing another food item there was going to be a significant achievement grind before we were ready to make that decision.

What next? Noaich asked.

Now that the spectacle was done, the group that had gathered was starting to disperse. It wasn’t lost on me that Rachel was nowhere to be seen. Though my Beast Hunter senses only took a second to notice that she had wandered away from the celebration. She was still near at hand, though. Talking to her sister about something.

As sharp as my senses were with my abilities, I couldn’t follow what they were saying, just that they were speaking.

One word did break through the ambient noise, though.

“...Colin…” Rachel said.

“We’ll be leaving here and striking out on our own,” I said firmly to my companion. Noaich’s feather crest drooped a bit at that. “Trust me, it’s for the best.”

Why? the reptile insisted.

“Two reasons,” I said, lowering my voice. I probably didn’t need to, since everyone seemed to be getting back to their dinner, but the last thing I wanted was to cause an exodus and accidentally destroy Rachel’s camp right after saving it. “Being in a group like this is going to slow us down. We won’t be growing as fast. You like growing fast, right?”

Noaich pretended to pout, but I could see that he was considering what I’d said. He did want to get stronger. As smart as he was, he knew that every step was only the beginning. He wasn’t going to be satisfied until he could exact the revenge he desired on the mandrills who had once kidnapped him. And even though he was strong enough now to demolish a mandrill camp alone—his stats were an equal for mine now—he wouldn’t be happy until he could instill in them the fear that they’d inflicted upon him.

He clearly didn’t like being the reason we were leaving, though. Despite being a beast—and being the equivalent of an adolescent now—he was a friendly guy. He didn’t quite understand that being here made us happy because we were helping people, but he did understand that we were happier now than in the wilds alone. Noaich wanted to chase that high, and I couldn’t blame him.

The second reason? Noaich asked.

“Because honesty is important,” I said quietly. “But I prefer to choose it instead of being forced.”

My senses picked up on Rachel’s approach. As smoothly as she slipped through the crowd to tap me on the shoulder, I wasn’t surprised. Though I felt a bit of tension rise in my shoulders and neck when she leaned down toward me. Very close.

“Colin? Can we talk for a moment?” she whispered. “In private?”


Chapter 2
Armor Undone


Rachel guided me away from the group quickly.

My instincts warned that there was no way her intentions were pure if she was trying to get me alone. But I wasn’t worried. Not only was I higher level than her, but Noaich was following behind me. Even if she could knock me out faster than I could react, my reptile companion had proven himself willing and able to protect me on his own initiative.

As the sound of the party dropped away, it was replaced by the gentle clinking of the metal discs that made up her lamellar armor shirt. I wasn’t surprised to note that my own movements were nearly silent in comparison.

The camp was small, so it didn’t take long to arrive at a small building on the northwest end. One of the farthest buildings from the pit where they mined their iron. The little hut was of simple rough-cut wood, but the touch of technology was hard to miss. It was held together with metal nails, in sharp contrast to every other building I’d seen since the apocalypse.

Rachel led me inside, and through my connection to Noaich, I instructed him to wait by the door. At his new size, the small hut was too small for him to enter comfortably.

The interior proved it to be a home. Two straw mattress beds sat in opposite corners. Much better made than anything in Jamestown, likely due to how much work Rachel had put in to cultivating her crafters. There were even a few other items of furniture around. A nightstand beside each bed, a crudely-made weapon rack by the door, and a sturdy square table with two chairs against the east wall.

“I spoke to Jennifer about you,” Rachel said quietly once we were alone. She put her curved sword into the weapon rack and gestured for me to do the same. “And I didn’t want to lose my nerve before telling you.”

“Telling me what?”

It only took a moment for me to decide to rack my weapons as well. I’m sure she noticed the pause, but she didn’t say anything. She had been keeping secrets from me, which had my guard up, but the fact of the matter was that she was an ally. Perhaps even a friend. She’d trusted my judgment and led her people into battle against the mandrills. I could certainly trust her enough to disarm myself for a polite conversation.

And my trust had nothing to do with her thick thighs and muscular biceps.

Or, at least, I kept telling myself that.

Rachel sat down at the table and gestured for me to take the other chair. Despite her talk of wanting to keep her nerve, her hesitation was palpable. I sat down with her, hoping it would help her collect herself.

“We were attacked right after we got here,” she said. Despite how calm and confident she normally was, her voice now felt like it was coming from a different person. She sounded meek. Even embarrassed. She stared down at her hands on the table as she spoke, and almost immediately, her story started to wander. “We’d found the iron, so we wanted to settle here. There were only a few of us.”

“Tell me about the attack,” I asked, trying to get her back on track. Despite myself, my hand reached out and touched hers, trying to offer some reassurance. Her skin was rough from hard work and combat, but pleasantly warm to the touch.

“There was just one mandrill. A big one,” she said. Her hand turned beneath mine to let me hold it, eagerly accepting the reassurance. “He killed four of us in the fight, and everyone else was near-death by the end, but he was alone. Jennifer and I were able to finish the job.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. I felt a little bit anxious about where this was going. The only story I’d told her about Jamestown was when my actions had inadvertently led to them suffering a similar loss.

“But he was carrying… Hold on.” Her hand pulled away from mine and much to my confusion, she stood up.

I became even more confused as she started to peel out of her armored shirt.

The armor was lined with animal skin to prevent chafing, but she was wearing a brief undershirt. It was thin and visibly drenched in sweat from the earlier battle, but it was enough to protect her modesty in the most generous sense of the word. Her midriff was exposed, and I couldn't help but notice the muscles and scars as my eyes lingered before she sat down again. It was certainly easy to find other places to let my eyes linger.

“Sorry,” she said, though the small smile on her face as she watched my eyes made it clear that she wasn’t. She brought a hand up to her throat. “I can’t get this thing out of my shirt without significant struggle. This is easier.”

Around her neck was a flat metal torc. It was just a little too large for her, which meant that it had hidden perfectly under her armor by being almost on her shoulders. It was easy to see how the rigid metal piece of jewelry would be difficult to get out from under an armored shirt.

“Jennifer has one, too, but with different effects,” she said. “We’ve kept them a secret because… Well. This is the apocalypse. If word gets out about them… Well, we might not be safe anymore.”

To my surprise, she pulled the item off of her shoulders and held it out to me. Peering curiously at the silvery crescent of metal, I noticed a few small flakes of green gemstone worked into the otherwise smooth surface. When I took it, I quickly understood firsthand what she had feared.

Veracious Torc [Artifact]
Adornment
+10 CON
+20 Athletics
Unique: Induce Truth.

[Second artifact seen of two]

Even without the unique power, this was the most powerful piece of equipment I’d ever seen. And she just handed it to me? After disarming herself and taking off her armor? After telling me that her sister—who was no proper fighter—had a second one?

I understood why she’d kept this a secret. And why she had needed to discuss sharing the information with me before doing so in private. The urge to take the thing and book it out of the camp was very strong, warring with the desire to locate Jennifer and harvest the other one from her first. If I were just a little greedier, or a little less compassionate, I might have done it.

But as Rachel had put her life in my hands by following me into the mandrill camp, she did so again now, by showing me a disproportionately powerful treasure she held that I was more than physically able to take from her by force.

I handed it back to her, hoping she didn’t sense the reluctance I felt.

“I’m sorry that you felt I was manipulating you,” she said as she accepted it. Instead of putting it back on, she turned it over and over in her hands. “That wasn’t my intent. I hope you understand now that I can’t turn this thing off. Nor can I easily take it off. And… I hope you understand why I kept it from you. From everyone.”

I nodded. The way that she could pull the truth from me—while holding on to her own secrets—had made me uncomfortable. Her honesty went a long way toward making that right in my eyes.

“I forgive you,” I said. I still didn’t like the power the torc gave her, but it wasn’t her fault. If the thing were in my hands, I’d wear it despite the obvious uncomfortable side effect.

“I don’t suppose this means you can stay?” she asked.

Her question was strangely emotionally charged. It took a moment for me to decode exactly why.

She recognized my strength, and how useful I could be to the protection of her camp. It was likely she felt like she was doing her people a disservice by being responsible for me leaving. Though the mutual physical attraction between us was perhaps a part of it.

“I’m sorry,” I said calmly. I reached out and put my hands on hers, stopping her from fidgeting with the torc. “This was the reason I didn’t want to stay, but it wasn’t the reason why I can’t.”

“Why can’t you, then?”

Despite the torc lying flat on the table instead of around her neck, I had to be honest with her. It was only fair.

“I keep my promises,” I explained, looking down at where our hands met. “When I met Noaich, I promised him that I would make him stronger. I can’t do that here. The longer we stay, the more his growth stalls. Sure, he’s friendly now, but he’s very single-minded. It’s only a matter of time before his impatience leads us elsewhere. And I don’t want to be making promises here that I can’t keep.”

Rachel stared down at the table, too. Though I wasn’t sure if she was looking at my hands clasped over hers, or the torc beneath them. When she looked up and met my eyes again, she’d clearly made a decision somewhere deep down in her mind. Slowly, and with purpose, she lifted the torc and put it back on her neck.

“Do you want to stay?” Her voice was unwavering, every syllable laced with a demand for transparency. “I want the truth.”

“Yes,” I answered with a smirk. She didn’t need the torc’s power to get my honesty on that.

“Then stay,” Her hand gracefully trailed down off the torc, the movement natural yet calculated. It was a visual cue, a reminder that she wasn’t wearing much of a shirt.

“I can’t,” I said firmly. Though I wondered if that was an answer to her or to myself.

“I’m not asking you to stay forever,” she said, her voice taking on a playful tone as a smirk came to her lips now, “even if I want to. How about just tonight?”

Again, her question hung in the air. Tainted by the torc’s power. But she already knew, like I did; we didn’t need the torc or any other magic to know what I would say.

“I’d like that.”


Chapter 3
Abusing The System


Leaving Rachel’s camp in the morning was a challenge.

It made sense.

Leaving Jamestown behind had been hard, but with the town’s charismatic leader telling me my options were exile or execution, I hadn’t really had a choice. It didn’t matter that I was leaving behind my friends, my lover, and a comfortable and safe place to sleep. The alternative was relying on my ability to talk my way out of being caught with a smoking gun in my hand. A winning smile and trustworthy demeanor was only going to get me so far, and there were people in that camp who already wanted me out of the picture.

Here, though? A charismatic leader was begging me to stay and offering me all the things I’d left behind then.

And the potential of this place was only growing. After cowing the mandrills, they would be able to focus on developing their industry. They knew where Jamestown was, too, and could open trade to strengthen both settlements. With Jamestown’s food and Rachel’s iron, humans in the region would have a solid chance of survival. Noaich and I could help cultivate the alliance into, perhaps, the first seeds of human civilization.

But I couldn’t stay. Until Noaich was powerful enough to finally be satisfied, staying was a recipe for disaster. Not to mention that slowing our growth could be disastrous for other reasons besides Noaich’s hunger for power. If I had somehow gone straight from Jamestown to Rachel’s camp without getting to Level 8, we could never have turned the entelodont against the mandrills.

Who could say what power spike I’d need the next time lives were at stake?

Despite both of our hesitation, though, we managed to leave, heading north across the river. The cerebtyrannus we had made peace with here had a solid claim on this area—there were no rival predators on the ground far beyond where my expanded detection radius could sense. But I trusted that the telekinetic dinosaur would leave us alone if it sensed us in turn before we passed into unclaimed territory.

“The important thing,” I said at last, after a brief bit of traveling in companionable silence, “is that we learn. We learned important things from J.J., and we learned more important things from the mandrills. So what did we learn from Rachel?”

Noaich was silent for a moment, considering the question. His intelligence was much higher than mine by the system standards, and I think he was close to realizing that I was—by comparison—an idiot. But I had life experience and maturity that he hadn’t yet cultivated or developed. As long as I could hold on to that advantage, he would still see me as a wise mentor.

Crafting? Noaich asked. Iron is very good?

“That’s technically true,” I said carefully. “The things they’ve done by cultivating their crafting skills are extremely valuable. Not only did they give me a great new weapon, and you the peppered steak to help you grow, but they can punch way above their weight class due to their equipment.” I raised a hand to stop him from responding right away. “But that’s not what I’m talking about.”

Now Noaich was intrigued. No doubt improving his intelligence through his evolution had caused him to see in hindsight that sometimes I asked him questions that I didn’t have an answer for. That I sought a specific answer this time might make him doubt himself when I was actually just making it up as I went.

But this time was not like that.

“Rachel’s raid crew did something that I want to start doing,” I explained. I hesitated when a beast wandered into my detection radius to the east, but I quickly identified it as a prowling megantereon, and no threat to us at this distance. “I don’t know if it was on purpose or not, but they were abusing the system. They intentionally triggered a challenge quest and then completed it as quickly as possible. If we can do that with just the two of us, we can gain experience points much faster.”

Noaich didn’t exactly nod, but my Wild Empathy ability told me that was basically what his body language meant. His intellect didn’t provide any dispute, though, so I pushed forward with considering how to trigger a quest.

Currently, I only had one challenge quest, but it didn’t really count.

Reach Level 10
Completing objectives, overcoming challenges, and defeating powerful foes will gain you experience points to increase your level. At level 10 you will unlock: Choose A Class Advancement, Class Challenge Achievements, Challenge Quest Slot.

I wasn’t sure what Class Advancement or Class Challenge Achievements would give me. Possibly it would afford me the opportunity to go back and continue my advancement into Marauder+, or continue as a Beastmaster. Maybe even explore the other subclasses I’d passed up at Level 5. Perhaps there were further options beyond those? On top of that, the idea of an extra Challenge Quest Slot was particularly attractive, as it might make my continued progression just that much easier.

Regardless, this challenge wasn’t a quest that would reward me with experience points. It was just the breadcrumb to keep me moving forward. I needed a new challenge. Something that I could achieve quickly so that I could trigger a new one right away after.

I wasn’t sure how I knew that we’d left the cerebtyrannus’s territory. I just sensed it. A feeling that crept over me, subtle yet overwhelming, as if the air had shifted. I wasn’t sure if there was some marker I was picking up on that my mind processed on instinct, or if it was some hidden ability as a Beastmaster. Regardless, I knew we were back in the wilds proper.

The forest here was almost… otherworldly.

Towering redwood trees, relics from another epoch brought back again, choked out the sunlight with their sprawling canopies, each leaf a tiny sentinel in a verdant army. Their colossal trunks seemed impenetrable, like natural fortresses of wood and sap, and the ground was soft with a carpet of long-rotted foliage. The air was heavy, pregnant with the scent of damp earth, moss, and something deeper—primal. Light fought to break through, casting dappled shadows that danced on the forest floor, a somber dance of nature's making.

I drew us to a halt and activated my Beast Hunter ability to dramatically expand my detection radius. I took in the expanded view of our surroundings, seeking some mystery for us to solve. As if the forest unfolded in front of me like a tactile map, my sense spread out. Each flicker of life, every twitch in the canopy became a blip in my heightened awareness. I couldn’t see these things… I just knew they were there.

Far to the northwest, a frenzied cluster of signals caught my attention—a small swarm of raptors. The creatures had taken down a giant four-legged behemoth that was now in a state that rendered it unidentifiable. Just flesh and bone.

Directly north, I noticed something that I’d feared since the apocalypse first happened. Suspended high up off the forest floor, between two monolithic trees, was an enormous spider web, with strands as thick as my forearm. Its maker evaded my detection skill, but it wasn’t rocket surgery to know it would be nearby.

West of us was a place where some unknown force had downed a lot of trees, creating a sizable thicket full of bramble and dense foliage. It was a scar in the otherwise unmarred forest. A minivan-sized beast had bedded down there after digging itself a shallow pit to present only its rock-like shell to the outside world as protection against anything that braved the thorny brambles.

Due east, there was a sense of something wrong, but I couldn’t exactly identify what.

There wasn’t a distinct presence, just a haze of malaise—an aura that whispered in the language only dread and fear could understand.

Whatever lurked there, it was a blanket of intangible wrongness, a silent scream in a forest filled with noise.

Unsettling Spot (Solo Challenge)
Investigate the unusual sensation to the east. Identify why it feels dangerous, and escape if any true danger presents itself!

I didn’t like that. It reminded me too much of the quest I’d received to investigate J.J.’s identity. And I still felt like that had gone as poorly as possible even so far after the fact.

Nonetheless, after that same quest, I knew I couldn’t back down now. That challenge quest had sat incomplete for weeks, denying me the ability to start a new one. Perhaps it would expire eventually, but after just planning to pursue these quests more seriously, it was a setback we couldn’t afford.

So I started to head east.

“There’s something over here,” I explained to Noaich, “but I don’t know what. The only option I have is to walk right into the trap, not die, and then we fight whatever comes.”

Should stay back, Noaich observed. Cover you with new ability.

I nodded and Noaich slowed down a bit, letting me get a lead on him. Through my connection to him, I silently warned him not to fall too far behind—if the ambush came on him instead of me, I needed to be able to get to his side to protect him quickly.

The forest didn’t perceptibly change. But I had the same sense as I had when we passed out of the cerebtyrannus’s territory. Perhaps my survival skill or detection skill had advanced to a point to allow me to recognize it. Something was here. Some predator had staked a claim to this area.

And it was hunting me now.

Wild Empathy and Beast Hunter together told me some interesting things. The creature was able to defeat my detection skill, but it was making mistakes on purpose. Scuffs of the tree trunks. Faint clicking sounds. The susurrus sound of something dragging in the carpet of dried pine needles on the forest floor. It let me identify its location easily due to my sharp senses, but without them, it would have felt like a horror movie monster in the shadows of the forest.

The creature wasn’t sure what I was. It didn’t recognize me as prey or predator. But whatever I was, it didn’t like me being here. It was trying to let me know it was here and scare me away. It would defend its territory, but it was too cautious to lunge right into an attack.

“Come on, then,” I called, trying to follow the invisible creature’s position with my eyes, though I only knew where it was because it wanted me to. “Show yourself, and we can settle this.”

The bit of goading, translated through Wild Empathy, was apparently all it took. The creature lunged, the sudden movement breaking the stealth that let it hide from me.

Quest or no quest, I abruptly found myself wishing that it had just stayed hidden.


Chapter 4
And My Axe


What lunged out of the shadows at me was about ten feet tall and fifteen feet long, but it was spindly. Most of its body was no thicker than my thigh. Glossy black carapace covered six legs and a very slim body, but for the rearmost segment of its body, which was bright red and just a little thicker than the rest of the creature. Its antennae were banded in that same red color, and were nearly five feet long, looking comically large compared to its very slim body. A pair of big black compound eyes looked disproportionate as well on the sides of its head, framing the weapon that sprouted from its face.

The huge insect’s primary weapon looked less like a proboscis and more like a beak. It was slightly curved and nearly three feet long. The whole spindly body bent itself to the task of bringing that sharpened weapon down at my chest. I couldn’t see it, but I could smell an acrid scent that told me that even a scratch from that thing could be deadly.

Almost faster than I could react to the horrifying bug-monster’s appearance, my axes were in my hands and raised. They deftly parried the attack by instinct while I was still reeling from the bug’s sudden onslaught. The power of the strike sent me scrambling back, but I was otherwise unharmed. I was happy to not have an acid-filled hole in my torso.

My Beast Hunter senses didn’t detect any other threats in the area. This bug seemed to be a solitary hunter. Without the need to save my strength for another oncoming threat, I decided to cut loose. I quickly activated Enrage, and directed Noaich to Howl at the same time, giving me a big damage boost. I couldn’t cast caution totally to the wind, with the threat posed by the acid in the bug’s beak-like stinger, but I stepped in aggressively, looking to dish out some damage.

Smashing my axes into the creature, I used Maul with my first strike, applying the [bleed] effect. This would have two important effects. As the wound on its spindly leg leaked bluish ichor, the monster would take periodic damage. But one of the effects of the Teamwork passive abilities was to increase Noaich’s damage while the target was afflicted with a debuff.

The monster struck back quickly, its leg kicking out and smashing into my chest with the power to send me sprawling.

I hit the ground on my back, but I kicked my legs straight up over my head, using the momentum from the kick to flip upright again. However, I couldn’t get all the way to my feet before the creature’s next attack.

It lunged with its beaklike stinger again, forcing me to dive to the side. There was a hiss and the acrid scent redoubled as a splash of green fluid spattered the forest floor from the missed attack.

My axe whipped out and slashed at the creature’s leg as I scrambled to my feet. Despite its size, the giant bug was so fast that I was struggling to keep up. At least I seemed to be dishing out reasonable damage, with all the active buffs I had.

Once Noaich joined the fight, I would have to work hard to keep him safe, but the monster splitting its focus would give me the edge I needed to turn the fight around.

I should have been prepared for what came next.

It didn’t come from the sky.

Instead, it simply appeared in the air, just below the forest canopy with a faint popping sound.

A glowing purple boulder tumbled down on top of the giant bug, exploding in a shower of ice shards. There was a cloud of sublimated water vapor that filled the air for a second, and when it cleared, the giant bug was struggling to stay upright.

Its carapace was cracked and bleeding that blue ichor from all over, and that purple glow from the boulder had taken on a sickly cast as it suffused the creature.

Noaich had used Comet, his new ability, and all the stacked benefits of Teamwork had tremendously increased the damage.

It was devastating.

“Nice shot, kid!” I called to him as I rushed in at the monster.

Across the battlefield, I could sense Noaich’s pride at the praise, but I had to concentrate on finishing the fight before the monster could recover or escape. My challenge quest was to survive the bug’s ambush, but finishing the job would give us more experience points for the battle.

The giant insect lashed out again, kicking at me like it had before. But when the blow landed, I barely felt it. I firmly stood my ground.

Noaich’s ability had inflicted a debuff that reduced the monster’s damage output, weakening it to the point that I powered through the attack to hack away at the monster’s spindly body.

Reaching up to hack into its torso instead of its legs, I hit something really vital.

Blue ichor rained down over me in a gushing geyser.

The creature started to make loud clicking noises of panic and fear, scrambling to escape my reach.

Its long spindly legs and tremendous speed let it get out of the physical range of my axes faster than I could react, but I had abilities that would resolve that issue. Sweeping my axe through the air, I spent some stamina points for Mistral Reach to turn the swing into a blast of energy, using it in combination with Snare as the system seemed to intend. When the greenish crescent of energy slashed against the monster’s leg, its movement speed was sharply slowed.

With it no longer sprinting away at tremendous speed, Noaich lunged.

Giant crocodile jaws snapped shut on a leg with a crunching sound, and Noaich’s weight brought the monster’s escape attempt to an abrupt halt. It whirled to try to attack him, desperate to get away and survive, but I closed the distance too fast. My left axe swept the beaklike proboscis off-target while my right smashed into the side of its face, cleaving a wound there that sent one of its compound eyes slapping wetly to the forest floor.

The clicking sound raised in frequency until it was almost a trilling scream of pain. Behind me, Noaich tightened his grip, and there was a sharp crack as he severed the bottom half of the segmented leg. He shook his head, flinging the limb away as he lunged for another bite.

The creature tried to flee again, now that Noaich wasn’t weighing it down, but it just couldn’t manage enough speed.

I dove behind it, carving a deep wound in the bright red back end of its abdomen, spraying blue goo everywhere. The creature shuddered, took two steps, and the third was on the missing part of its leg. It fell straight down, its beak stabbing into the ground.

Noach snapped his jaws down on the back of its spindly head, pinning it face-down to the dirt. From there, it was a trivial task to step up with both axes and carve the thing apart until it spit out the experience points we were after.

When the giant bug died, we got our experience points, and completed the challenge quest besides. It was a big bump toward Level 10.

“Excellent work,” I said as I wiped the blue ichor off my face. I just left the rest of it on my clothes and hair. It was gross, but no different from the many times I’d been coated in blood.

What next? Noaich asked.

“Well, ideally, we do it again, and again, and again,” I explained. “If we do this like five more times we can get to Level 10 in two or three days instead of two or three weeks.”

Could do harder quests, Noaich pointed out. He nosed at the dead bug-monster, snuffling at the corpse before turning his nose up, finding it too gross to consider eating. More experience. Grow faster.

“That’s true,” I said, but shook my head. “But the difficulty is going to slow us down. We could get to Level 10 today with two quests on the same difficulty tier as J.J. or the cerebtyrannus. But we’d have to do those quests alone. There’s no way we could take on such a task and survive without a whole day’s prep work. Or a stupid amount of luck.”

I paused, tapping a finger to my chin. “No, we need something simple that we can handle in a few hours. One or two more today, and then two or three more tomorrow, and we’re set.”

Noaich grumbled at that, but deferred to my judgment. I wasn’t sure if it was because he knew something I didn’t, or if he was just feeling a sense of unearned confidence after getting the ability to call down magic purple icebergs from space. In the meantime, I focused on picking up what little loot there was to be had from the bug’s body.

Ruby Recuviid Venom
Reagent, Armor Material
Reagent Properties: Potions crafted with this venom bear the recuviid’s corrosive quality. Medicines will overpower and burn away other toxins, while poisons will deal additional damage over time.Armor Material Properties: Armor tempered in this fluid will be more able to withstand future encounters with corrosive materials. Increases acid resistance.

Ruby Recuviid Rostrum
Armor Material, Weapon Material
Armor Material Properties: Armor made with this supple chitin will benefit from the recuviid’s sneaky nature. Increases AGI and stealth skill.Weapon Material Properties: Weapons crafted with this sharpened carapace fragment benefit from the Recuviid’s ambush tactics. Deal increased damage when catching a foe unaware.

They were some interesting materials. The venom in particular was more useful to me thanks to my alchemy skill, but the idea of finding someone to work the rostrum—the monster’s proboscis-like beak—into some armor for the stealth skill was attractive as well. Of course, I needed the opportunity to arise first.

Using Beast Hunter to expand my detection radius showed that the big bug’s territory was pretty small. Well within my expanded radius, there was a daeodon nosing around in some tree roots. That was still an unrealistic target, though. The entelodont had nearly made a meal out of us after plowing through half of a mandrill army, and I was pretty sure the daeodon would be the more challenging fight.

I cast my attention northwards instead, looking for a better fight to pick.

Northwest was another swarm of raptors. Or, perhaps, the same one. The swarm was moving north now, about to leave my radius. I wasn’t sure where they were going, but after finishing their meal—and leaving behind a shattered skeleton—they were likely returning to some sort of den.

Raptors were an attractive option to fight. Not only were they pretty challenging in numbers for the sake of experience gain, but their swarm tactics were a weakness against me. Their offense was meant to be a death by a thousand cuts, but as my defenses grew stronger, they became less and less likely to actually open those cuts on my toughened skin.

I could probably take on a swarm of thirty or more of them with minimal risk. Though the equation would change pretty quickly if their numbers got too much higher than that.

Straight north, though, was a much smarter target. A trio of thick-hided creatures were ambling through the forest. They were big herbivores, moving at speed to try to get to more fruitful foraging grounds. And while their power in combat was unknown, one thing I could say for certain is that they would make for a much tastier breakfast than the big blue-blooded bug behind us.

“You hungry, buddy?” I asked Noaich as I started to move north.

Starving, my companion confirmed as he fell in behind me.


Chapter 5
The Hunt Continues


The system didn’t seem to want to provide a challenge quest as we approached the group of herbivores. I figured it would take some trial and error to explore the mechanics of it, but I didn’t think I would be running into difficulties with Rachel’s system so soon.

We closed in on the dinosaurs pretty quickly. Despite their obvious urgency to pass through the area, their size meant that they were slow. Despite our empty bellies, I signaled for Noaich to match their pace and follow along behind them. I still wanted to push for a challenge quest that just wouldn’t come.

There were more ways than that to gain power, though.

I activated Hide In Plain Sight to render us invisible, and Noaich and I skulked closer and closer to the creatures. This let us train our stealth skills, which was a must. We’d fallen behind a bit by gaining Level 8 and Level 9 so close together without an equivalent amount of time spent sneaking around.

It also let me observe the monsters to understand what we were going to be dealing with.

They were huge beasts. Twenty-five feet long, from the beaklike mouths at the front of their giant heads to the tips of their thick, stubby tails. They were twelve feet tall at the front shoulder, but their forelegs were a bit smaller than the back, and their hips were more like fifteen feet tall from the forest floor. Their pebbled hides were a rainbow of red, black, and orange stripes, likely suited to camouflage in grasslands. It made them stand out in the forest, though.

How did they end up so deep in the forest? Or, rather, how near to here was the closest grassland?

The three beasts sensed our presence as we got closer, though they didn’t see us. They started making deep lowing noises like bass boosted cows, and looking around anxiously. That was exactly what I wanted. Their detection skill wasn’t enough to pinpoint our location, and the contested skill checks meant that our stealth skills were growing.

I tried to keep in mind that even the failed checks from their side would give the big beaked beasts increases to their detection skills in turn. If their skills caught up and they sensed us before we managed to trip the system into giving us a challenge quest, we weren’t going to get the precious experience points I craved.

Fortunately, or unfortunately, the system had other plans.

A loud rumble rolled out of nowhere. For a moment I wasn’t sure what was happening. Knowing that Noaich could eventually pull lightning down out of the sky with an ability after his next evolution made me think that one of the dinosaurs was the source, but the sound sent them into a panic as much as me.

Why became obvious in only a second.

I wasn’t sure where it had come from. It just seemed to appear out of the trees. The giant predator was at a full run before I even noticed it, and it was on top of the nearest of the three beaked herbivores before I could react.

It was not actually that big.

Still terrifying.

The dinosaur was about twenty feet long, like the herbivores, and about fifteen feet tall at the shoulder. But it was bipedal, meaning that much of that length was in a longer, but slimmer tail, and it had much lower overall body weight. It was much better-suited to the forest, though, a dark brown with lighter spots here or there to blend in with the sun-dappled areas of the forest floor.

Its large mouth was full of serrated teeth, and the top of its head sported a trio of stubby horns.

My vague memories of my dinosaur-obsessed childhood suggested that this was a ceratosaurus. Despite its arms being small, proportionate to its body, they were still muscular and ended in cruel clawed fingers that it immediately used to slash at its victim, digging in its hooked claws to establish a grapple so that it could go in for the kill with its jaws.

This was the moment the system decided was challenge-worthy.

Failure to Lunch (Challenge)
A rival predator has interrupted your hunt. Drive it off to protect your food, but don’t let your prey escape!

I wasn’t sure exactly how this had happened. Was the predator here before, lurking to ambush these things? Or had the system generated it in order to give me this challenge quest? Was this what J.J. had been talking about, where the system had generated a worthy threat for me based on my level? Something like this would have put Rachel and her people in mortal peril, even if it was only going to be a decent challenge for me.

Regardless, I didn’t have time to think too hard about it. The predator’s giant jaws were clamping down on the herbivore’s back and I wasn’t sure how much damage it could be allowed to do before the quest would fail and deny me the experience points.

I charged, axes raised and ready. The horned predator didn’t pay any attention to my approach—and it held the undivided attention of the trio of herbivores—which gave me the opening to join the battle in the best way I could imagine.

The nearest tree wasn’t too far from the rival predator. I rushed it and swarmed up at speed—my high climb skill giving me more speed than was natural for a human to climb a bare tree trunk. As soon as I had some height, I kicked off of the trunk, sailing through the air right at the ceratosaurus’s face.

“Death from above!” I roared as I lashed out, leading with my newest ability Savage Claws along with one of my oldest, Skull Bash.

The Savage Claws ability cost a high amount of stamina to use, but made my kick a cleave attack. It was unfortunate that it only applied to unarmed attacks, but that meant it synergized well with Skull Bash which also only worked without weapons.

As my foot swept in an arc, a bright orange-yellow streak carved through the air, impacting the ceratosaurus, the beak-faced herbivore that was its first victim, and even reaching as far as the herbivore on the other side.

All three targets were stunned, which let me land nimbly on the herbivore’s back. I activated Enrage as I carved my weapons into the side of the ceratosaurus’s face, opening two deep gouges across its nose. The monster started to shake off the stun effect, and I smashed one axe into the herbivore below me, activating Maul and blasting both the prey and predator with the [bleed] debuff.

“Get lost,” I snarled right into the predator’s face. “This is my lunch. Get your own!”

The monster roared directly into my face, spraying me with hot spit and the reek of old blood and meat. I didn’t need Wild Empathy to translate, but it did anyway.

Make me.

It was at that moment that Noaich joined the battle.

A boulder of purple ice smashed down on the ceratosaurus’s head. Noaich’s Comet ability did devastating damage to the predator, the prey animal I was standing on, and both of the other herbivores as well. This answered an important question for me. The ability’s radius was much larger than just the impact of the boulder and included the spray of shards that coated the whole area.

“Good thing that attack doesn’t do friendly fire,” I grumbled to myself.

The herbivore tried to kick me off its back, but it was simply too heavy and inflexible to make a reasonable attempt to fight me off from this angle. As a herd animal, it was reliant on its herd to protect it from smaller predators leaping onto it. But the others were breaking and running, not wanting to be in the middle of this fight, already pretty badly hurt from Noaich’s Comet.

My main hand axe had a special property that increased my attack speed with each strike. I moved quickly to lash out at the ceratosaurus again before it could recover from the tremendous bonk on the head it had received, hitting it across the chin. Then I slashed straight down with my offhand axe to open a deep cut on the herbivore beneath me.

I didn’t want to kill it too fast—and risk the ceratosaurus grabbing a big enough bite of the meat to ruin my quest—but I needed to keep the bleed effect from Maul active so that the beast would leave a big red trail through the forest if it escaped during the fight.

My attacks were much more effective now. With Noaich’s Comet applying his damage down debuff, my strikes were benefitting from the Teamwork III passive. Instead of leaving small cuts and gashes, my weapons opened great rents in the beasts’ flesh.

The ceratosaurus reeled back from the strike that had bit deep enough through its pebbled hide to expose the bone of its lower jaw, sending a flap of skin flailing on the bottom of its chin, dribbling blood everywhere.

Noaich rushed in.

He made his priorities known by lunging at the herbivore instead of the rival predator. Noaich let loose a Howl to buff our damage output. The beast was too large for him to grab into a death roll, but his claws and jaws tore into the monster’s flank with reckless abandon.

The attack on the herbivore unbalanced it, and as it started to fall, I knew it was time for me to abandon my perch. I leaped off the monster’s back and lunged at the ceratosaurus, axes whirling through the air as I went. With all of my buffs active, my weapons cut apart the monster with terrifying brutality, opening deep bloody wounds down the front of its chest and on its arms.

I landed beneath the monster, and the wounds I opened rained blood down over me.

The beast had been unable to attack me effectively before, but now I’d left myself vulnerable.

Giant claws raked down at me from above.

My attention went to my defense immediately. The fact that the beast had endured so much damage without dying—or even breaking to run—meant that it was powerful. I didn’t know how badly it would tear me up if I chose to trade blows with it.

Instead, I reached up with my axes, catching the first pair of strikes on each weapon and parrying them, sending them out to the sides. The next flailing flurry of attacks was more challenging to deflect, but only one swipe got through, raking across my chest for surprisingly high damage—but it was easily undone by burning a charge of Second Wind and letting the heal-over-time effect do its work.

The monster let out a snarl of frustration and bent straight down, its big toothy maw coming right for my head. Once more, I raised my axes in defense, even if I couldn’t exactly parry the monster’s whole head. Instead, I jammed them between the serrated teeth of the top and bottom jaw and held its mouth open.

For a long moment, I thought I was just buying a few seconds to get clear. But instead, my arms held. The tremendous pressure of the giant predator’s maw wasn’t enough to make me buckle and fold. No doubt this was thanks to the damage reduction effect of Noaich’s Comet.

I held its mouth open, and blood leaked from between its teeth where my axe-blades had landed and dug in.

“Is that all you got?” I yelled up into the monster’s mouth. “You were talking a big game a second ago. Did you think you were going to steal my meal with these weak little baby jaws?” I tensed my arms, forcing the jaws apart another inch. “Maybe I should crack you open and make you into lunch now!”

The ceratosaurus shook its head violently, getting free of my axes and backing off from its attack. A part of me warned that if the monster was being intimidated into leaving, that was what I wanted. The challenge quest specifically instructed me to drive it off, and no doubt it had been phrased that way for a reason. If it could endure for another few seconds, my buffs and its debuffs were going to start wearing off, and the fight would no longer be this one-sided.

But another part of me was pissed off. The system wanted to spawn in a big dumb monster to try to steal food from me for a laugh? It wanted to throw something at me to eat me? I was fully prepared to rip this thing apart and cook it instead of the herbivore that Noaich was noisily murdering behind me.

The ceratosaurus had an alternative suggestion.

It opened its mouth and roared at me.

This was not a warning or threat, though.

It was an ability.

The sound of its roar warped the air around me into an attack that hit like a physical blow, almost taking me off my feet. It left me briefly senseless. Literally.

I was not stunned, but the world went silent and blurry for almost a full second. I couldn’t see or hear anything. When my vision cleared, the ceratosaurus was running.

If it weren’t for Beast Hunter I wouldn’t have known where it was as it bolted away at speed, but I could sense it already well ahead of me to the west, fleeing through the forest.

“You haven’t seen the last of me!” I bellowed after it. “The next time you see me you better have your affairs in order because I’m gonna rip you apart!”

The monster’s only response was to run faster. I made a mental note of its heading. If the system thought that driving it off was challenging enough for a quest, hunting it down for revenge was likely to provide another quest when the time came. It might be able to outrun my senses at its speed—it was shockingly fast—but it was leaving a wide trail of blood. It couldn’t run forever.

There was a sharp series of popping sounds behind me and when I turned around Noaich had his jaws locked around the beak-faced herbivore’s small head. The giant beast had been knocked onto its side and as I watched he shook his head violently, breaking its neck. Giant legs churned the air seeking to find escape for just a couple of seconds longer before it fell still with a gurgling death rattle.

“Good work,” I said as the quest completed. Once more I wiped blood from my face and left it congealing on the rest of me.

What next? Noaich asked, his tongue sliding along his bloody teeth.

“It’s time to cook,” I said firmly as I moved to the corpse to loot it for its precious meat. “After that, the hunt continues. After we eat, you can decide which path we follow. The prey,” I said, pointing toward the trail of blood that Maul had drawn from the fleeing herbivores, “or the predator.” I pointed behind me with my other hand, at the much thicker trail of blood from the ceratosaur.


Chapter 6
Hunger VS Honor


Looting the herbivore rewarded me with four Hadrosaurus Meat. Each one was at least a three-pound chunk of rich, marbled meat. Its hide was also apparently a valuable leatherworking reagent as the base for leather armor, but without the skills to use it, I just tucked it away for later. It would be good for barter if I came upon another camp or larger settlement of humans.

Cooking the meat wasn’t necessary. The Savagery passive meant that I could eat it raw without fear of food poisoning or other foodborne illness. But as nice as the marbling on the meat looked, the idea of just gnawing through it raw was unattractive to me. Savagery was a nice option to have in a pinch, but my sense of taste pushed me to avoid using it when there was an alternative.

I was able to build a cooking fire easily. Here on the forest floor there was plenty of tinder and fuel for a fire with a minute or two of searching. Roasting it over the fire showed the quality of the meat’s marbling as the fat rendered and dribbled off of it in a near-constant stream as it cooked.

“What I wouldn’t do for a cast iron pan,” I grumbled as I turned the stick I was using as a spit for the roasting meat. “And some butter, garlic, and thyme.”

Could go back, Noaich suggested. Rachel had iron. Can make a pan with it.

I had to think about that for a minute. Having a low-maintenance cooking pan would be an excellent tool, and Rachel’s people had clearly already done that for their cook, so I knew they could do it. And it wasn’t as if I would ask them to do it for free. I had the Hadrosaurus Hide to trade, along with whatever else I might happen upon during the trip back.

But that was a slippery slope.

If I returned now after saying I wouldn’t, it was possible it would set up an expectation. Especially on the same day as I’d left.

Rachel would expect me to come back again after leaving the second time. She would probably start someone building me my own bedroom the next day so she wouldn’t have to banish her sister to sleep in the infirmary again.

And what if something happened the next day? Some injury, some news, or some other great need drove me to their camp again for reasons I couldn’t avoid?

She would become reliant on me.

Even if she knew she was pulling the truth from me by force when I said I didn’t intend to return again, her subconscious would tell her that I was playing games. She’d believe I was pretending to be a strong independent loner who refused to be tied down, when really being tied down was exactly what I wanted.

Just, you know, different context.

The point, however, was Rachel would start to count on my return. And when I didn’t return, it would hurt her.

“I don’t make promises I can’t keep,” I said firmly. “Even if they’re unspoken. If Rachel starts to plan the way she’s running her camp around the assumption that we’ll be back, that will spell disaster on the day we don’t return.”

Can just tell her, Noaich argued. She is very smart, right? Smart enough to trust me. Smart enough to trust you.

“Humans are more complicated than you think,” I warned. “And not always in good ways. In stupid ways, more often than not. We sometimes think with the wrong parts. Our hearts and guts instead of our brains. I’m afraid that her gut is going to believe something that will hurt her, no matter what I tell her brain today. Trust me, if I go back, it has to be for a ‘need’ not just a ‘want’ like a silly cooking utensil.”

Noaich went silent at that, though I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d given him something to think about, or because the smell of cooking meat was stealing his attention. With the first chunk of meat cooked, I passed it off to him and let him devour it while I started cooking the next.

Returning to Rachel’s camp had to be off the table entirely. Even without considering the blunders in leadership it might cause Rachel to make, there were my own flaws to consider. It had been difficult enough to leave the first time. I wasn’t sure of my ability to leave again.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t still plan for exchanges in the future. There would be other humans out here in the wilds. Other towns and camps.

Some of them might have iron.

Not to mention that they were likely my best possible source of getting Noaich’s growth progressing. I needed to find someone to cook a Tantalizing Broth for him before he hit Growth 100.

I didn’t expect to be doing it myself, considering the depth of my in-system cooking skill was on full display as I just held a chunk of meat over a fire until my nose told me it had reached maximum tastiness. And my out-of-system skills were reliant on silly things like salt and butter that I lost access to when all the supermarkets had evaporated.

When my half of the meal was done, I found that the meat was rich, tender, and strangely sweet.

It was very nearly the most delicious thing I’d eaten since the apocalypse began.

I found myself glad that I didn’t have a reliable way to preserve the meat for the future, because it meant that it was most economical to eat the rest as soon as possible. Knowing that my dinner was going to be this good had me looking forward to it.

“All right, bud,” I said, looking at Noaich once our meal was done. “Today is your call. What do we want our next challenge quest to be? Do you want to follow the other hadrosaurus to try to get more meat like that, or do you want to follow our rival predator and make sure it doesn’t cross us ever again?”

I’d expected some hesitance. At least a little bit of thought. I was certainly a bit torn on the choice. This prey had been delicious and I felt a pretty strong desire to chase them down. Moving from the forest full of ambush predators and giant murder-boars and into a grassland area full of these delicious hadrosaurus was very enticing now, even more so than the call of revenge.

But Noaich didn’t hesitate.

Rival predator, Noaich answered immediately. Keep your promise. Right?

I nodded with a fierce grin at that. He was paying attention. As much as I didn’t think yelling threats at a giant dinosaur constituted a promise that I had to keep, it was important to stay consistent while I was trying to teach Noaich about integrity and honor.

Besides, the hadrosaurus had fled east. Certainly if I just kept moving that direction, Beast Hunter would let me find more of them eventually. Or the expanded detection radius would let me find the grasslands they called home to hunt for similar prey.

The trail of blood the monster had left behind was thick and bright. My unnaturally sharpened senses made it easier to follow with my nose than my eyes. Fortunately, the monster didn’t seem that intelligent. It wasn’t zig-zagging or altering course to try to stop me from tracking it. Instead it was relying on speed alone to escape.

The trail started to dry up slowly. The ceratosaurus’s wounds were healing. But with it staying on a straight western heading, I was confident that when we stopped being able to follow it with my eyes closed, we would be able to see it on my expanded detection radius. And if we couldn’t, continuing west and checking every few hundred steps would get us a bead on it eventually.

The visible blood on the ground was eventually reduced to just a few drops. System-granted healing was absurd in comparison to natural healing. The thing would have bled to death by now without the system’s help.

Any dribble in the forest detritus eventually vanished altogether, though the smell kept leading me forward for a few hundred more yards. After that, there were still signs of the dinosaur’s rapid passage—where scraping claws and giant feet had left marks on the first floor. But when the monster was no longer bleeding and no longer sprinting, the trail went cold.

“All right,” I said to Noaich as I brought us to a brief halt. “Where did he go from here?”

Probably more that way, Noaich said, gesturing west.

“Right,” I agreed, “but where? How far?” I pointed west as well. “If we just blindly walk this way, we might blunder into an ambush. Considering how it popped out of nowhere on the hadrosaurus, I don’t want it doing that again when we’re the ones on the menu.”

That settled his concern pretty handily, and I got to work using the active form of Beast Hunter to scan the region.

We’d traveled far enough west that the thicket I’d seen earlier was visible again. The big hard-shelled creature was no longer napping there, but I couldn’t see where it had gone. Probably farther west or north. Back the way we’d come, some beasts had come down out of the treetops to swarm over the corpse of the hadrosaurus we’d left behind. It was a trio of megantereon, using their disproportionately large canine teeth to scrape what flesh remained from the dinosaur’s bones.

I was momentarily distracted by what I saw straight north of us. Two raptor swarms were coming together. They didn’t fight for territory, or prey, though. The two joined forces without hesitation and angled their paths north as a single larger swarm. They were racing toward the edge of my detection radius, so I couldn’t guess their objective.

But I did wonder briefly why they were doing that.

Due west of us, though, was the ceratosaurus. It was moving slowly, trying to be stealthy, but my detection skill had won out. From its slow pace I could tell it had new prey in mind, after we’d stolen its last meal out from under it.

The beast stopped and sniffed at the air, turning its head back and forth to try to locate a likely target. It angled north from there—marking where I would have lost track of it if we had just continued west—and started to pick up speed, closing in on something outside of my detection radius.

“All right,” I said quietly, changing our course to move northwest from here. “The hunt begins—”

As I wanted, the system popped up a new challenge quest.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t the one I wanted.

Leader of the Pack (Challenge)
Raptor swarms are behaving in ways contrary to your understanding. Find the truth about their interactions.

I cursed. And then three more times before I realized that Noaich was peering at me curiously.

“Don’t repeat any of those words,” I said quickly. I hesitated for a moment. What did Wild Empathy actually let him hear? Did I just say a bunch of random words about mating? Or did it convey to him my frustration instead of literal translation?

What happened? Noaich asked.

“We’re on a different track now,” I grumbled, changing our path to straight north, toward the raptors. “Remember how I was wondering how raptors work right after we left Jamestown?”

No, he admitted.

“Well, the system didn’t forget,” I grumbled. “Let’s get ready to answer a big giant mystery instead of just beating down a cowardly theropod.”


Chapter 7
The Swarm


After using Beast Hunter to note a few landmarks that would let us pick up the ceratosaurus’s trail later, we continued north toward the raptor swarm. They were moving at speed with no pretense of stealth, and so they were pushing me to push hard to keep up in between the pauses I made to use the expanded radius to keep track of their movements.

As I tracked them, I got a better idea of what was going on. The smaller swarms had only been a little over a dozen strong, and joining together brought the total to thirty-ish.

In between using the expanded Beast Hunter to track them, their numbers increased again.

There were nearly forty the next time I checked. And then seventy the next time. The third time I checked, I watched as another swarm emerged from the treetops, rushing down the tree trunks to join them, swelling their numbers.

They were gathering.

“All right, let’s assemble the information we have already,” I said to Noaich as we traveled, counting on my fingers. “The raptors are too coordinated to be operating purely on instinct. The way they move and work together indicates something more at work.”

Tiny predators, Noaich added. Pack hunters. Carnivores.

“Right,” I said, offering him an encouraging smile, even if it wasn’t strictly useful information. “And there’s not much else I know. At least, objectively. Subjectively, when they gather together, they act as one unit.” I gestured north, toward where the growing swarm was. “No internal conflict. When they gather in large numbers, they seem to have no individuality. Though I haven’t watched them long enough to say that for sure.”

So what does that mean? Noaich asked.

I found my attention drawn to my one empty stable slot. The last time we’d discussed the raptors, that had been a part of my concern. If I used my Charming ability on a raptor, would it stop just that one? Or would it pacify the whole swarm? And once that was done, if I talked it into joining my stable, would I just get one little dude? Or would I get a whole troop?

Or a whole army?

“Okay, I have a couple of hypotheses,” I said finally. “Hypothesii? Hypothesae? Whatever. I lost my dictionary in the apocalypse. One option is that the raptors have a hive mind. Through some combination of instincts and nonverbal cues, they don’t think as individuals. Their thoughts are as a unified group.”

Hive? Noaich said curiously. Like bugs?

“Sort of. There might be some kind of leadership structure,” I explained. “A queen or an alpha or something, and it takes the lead and gets the final say amongst them. But otherwise they instinctively behave in the best interest of the group with no concern for themselves as individuals, all without needing to share a word between them.”

Seem too smart for that, Noaich said.

“Maybe. But that brings me to my other options,” I continued as I drew us to a stop. There was a trickle of a creek at the bottom of a ravine here, and I wanted to do another check with Beast Hunter before continuing. “If they’re individuals, they have to be communicating somehow to be able to move and fight like that. It’s possible that the system gives them some kind of telepathy. But there are other possibilities, too. They might just be doing some kind of nonverbal communication that I can’t understand.”

Noaich gave me a look. Wild Empathy translated it quite succinctly.

Really?

“Okay, that’s a compelling argument,” I said quickly, “But I don’t know the limits of this stuff. Yes, it’s translating sounds and body language and expressions. But is it working on everything? Smells? Pre-agreed upon plans and maneuvers? If someone says ‘bumblebee’ and it means they’re going to do a specific go-high-go-low sequence, am I going to just hear them say something about a flying blue-and-yellow bug, or am I going to hear the specific maneuver the word means to them?”

Bumblebee? Noaich asked.

“Or whatever,” I said, “you get the idea, right? Anyway, I think we can get an answer if we confront them and just try to talk. They might get violent, but we’ve been fighting off raptor swarms since we were Level 6. At Level 9, we should be able to smoosh them by the score. Now, hang on a second.”

I activated the active form of Beast Hunter and tremendously expanded my detection radius.

The ceratosaurus was no longer in vision, and the spot where we’d last seen it was southwest of us now. West-southwest of us was that thicket. South of us, I could see the megantereon from earlier were following the blood trail from the ceratosaurus now, which I thought was funny. The small group of saber-toothed cats were hunting a predator a hundred times their combined weight. I wished them nothing but luck.

My radius extended into the forest canopy, where a pair of those giant armor-plated sloth-monkeys were engaged in an intricate mating ritual. Or, at least, they were slowly moving toward each other with obvious intent.

Straight north of us, there was a place where an enormous tree had fallen, but not so long ago as to have rotten. The dead branches were still firm and strong, even after all the pine needles had dried and fallen off.

And it was swarming with raptors.

Not the number I expected, either.

As I’d seen the swarm we were tracking grow, I’d expected it to get to maybe a hundred. Probably a little more.

This was not one hundred.

This was also not two hundred.

This was also not five hundred.

I couldn’t count them. It would be an impossible task.

The way they swarmed and moved around each other… there was just no way to make sense of their numbers. But from the size of the tree, and how it was coated in raptors like a cookie in an anthill, I had to guess it was at least a thousand. Maybe more.

I had the sudden vision of them washing over me like the tide over a sandcastle.

“I think we need to change our plan of approach.”

Activating Hide In Plain Sight on paranoia alone felt like a smart decision. It would slow our approach, but if any other raptor swarms came our way on the path to join the mega-swarm, they wouldn’t see us. And in the same vein, if the mass ahead of us dispersed in all directions without warning, I didn’t want them to see us.

It took a while to get into range of the downed tree. When we did, though, Noaich had the same moment of panic and fear as I had, now that he sensed it with his own detection radius instead of just taking my word for it.

The creatures were still swarming over the tree for some unknown purpose. Some of them appeared to be burrowing into it, working in small teams to claw their way through the bark and outer hardwood, but it wasn’t an organized effort on the same scale as the gathering of hundreds of little dinosaurs.

Just isolated pockets ripping into the tree for no discernable reason.

What do we do? Noaich asked.

“We have some options,” I reassured him. Due to the ridiculous range of my Beast Hunter senses, we were still far enough away for me to talk without fear of giving away our position. “I don’t think we’re going to find an answer without risk. That’s why it’s a challenge quest. But just walking up and trying to start a conversation is going to be suicide.”

Why?

“Too many to fight,” I said simply. “Why would they talk when they could just eat us? Sure, we could kill a few dozen. Maybe a hundred. Maybe two hundred. But the rest are gonna rip us apart.” I shook my head. “This was the problem I had with trying to investigate this earlier. If we find a small enough group, they’ll flee instead of talk. If we find a large enough group that they won’t run, they’ll bite first with intent to ask questions later, and then after we kill enough of them to make it clear that we’re winning the fight, they’ll give up the questions and flee.” I gestured north at the swarming mass ahead of us. “And if we find a group that’s too big for even that—so even they can be confident that we’re no danger—they’ll still bite first and we’ll get overwhelmed.”

Noaich had to think about that for a minute. I used the time to try to observe any patterns in the raptor movements. What drew them to gather like this? How were they communicating?

How were they organizing?

Need to watch, Noaich said at last. Need to wait.

“Patience is the only tool we have here,” I confirmed. “We need to know more than we do—that’s the point of the whole challenge—so we just have to take our time. Our food and water supply is secured, and we can comfortably observe from a distance.”

We crept a little bit closer to the raptor swarm before settling in to observe.

Watching them wasn’t as boring as I thought it was going to be. The little critters were kind of cute in a ravenous swarm kind of way.

I quickly started to notice a few patterns of behavior that explained things.

First of all, the ones that were burrowing into the wood struck pay dirt. They weren’t just randomly chewing on the scenery out of boredom. The downed tree was full of termites, and once the raptors burrowed deep enough through the bark to find their tunnels through the softer wood within, they started feasting. But it went beyond that. Once the diggers ate their fill, they moved aside, and the surrounding swarm rushed in to have their turn. And this played out all across the downed tree.

“That’s something, then,” I said. “The system isn’t forcing them to gather like this to inconvenience me for the sake of the challenge quest. The tree holds enough food for all of them without dangerous hunting.”

I stared at the challenge quest for a moment, but obviously nothing changed. This wasn’t what the quest wanted me to find.

Mating, too, Noaich added. Across swarms.

He was right.

There were a number of raptors scattered through the mega-swarm who were paired off and mating. It was difficult for me to tell for sure through the Beast Hunter senses, but the pairs did include many that had different physical traits. Pairs of different sizes, different shapes, and different numbers and arrangements of feathers.

“You’re right,” I agreed. “They’re building genetic diversity. Keeping the species strong.”

I tried to look for any other patterns. Now that the feasting had begun, the movements of the larger group became much less chaotic. They were moving with intent to get everyone fed now that the bug buffet was open. Once those patterns became more stark, it was easier to notice the others. It was easier to pick out the mating pairs, and it was easier to pick out the rarer occasions—here and there—where other interactions were playing out.

Parents feeding their young regurgitated termite goop.

Isolated pairs of males fighting over the same female, occasionally while a third male was making his move on her without them noticing.

Isolated pairs of females fighting over the same male, occasionally while the male was actively mating with one of them.

And isolated pairs that seemed to be fighting for no reason at all.

That was when I saw our way in.

“The ones who are fighting,” I said quickly to Noaich. “But not over mates. Look at those ones. Do you see what they’re doing?”

Noaich was silent for a long moment. He was slow to reach the realization, but I waited to let him catch up.

Fighting to fight, Noaich said. To see who is stronger.

“Exactly,” I confirmed. “See how they don’t draw blood? They don’t hurt each other? It’s organized. Polite. I guess even… civilized?”

What do we do? Noaich asked. Join their civilization?

“Yeah, I think so,” I said. “But if we do it, we do it at the top. Look at the fight going on in the far southeast. The base of the tree.”

Near the base of the tree, there was a larger fight happening. One larger male was fighting three smaller raptors at once, and handily holding his own. Once one of them was knocked down, the other two gave up, immediately deferring to the larger male, not even trying to continue the fight with only a two-on-one advantage.

As the fight broke off, there was clearly no animosity. The larger male and the three losers took a brief moment to groom each other’s feathers like friendly cats before they parted. The losers went to go eat, while the winner had another trio already waiting to spar with him.

Leader? Noaich asked.

“Something like that,” I said. “I think if we can get close, try to maneuver our way into a fight with that guy, and then win? Maybe they’ll accept us as one of their own.”

Risky, Noaich pointed out.

“Right,” I agreed. “If things don’t go our way, we’re going to get swarmed and die. We need to be able to hold our own in a fight way better than we can now.”

How?

“Simple,” I said with a grin, leading us southwest. When Noaich just stared at me, I added: “Training montage.”


Chapter 8
Training Montage?


Unfortunately, despite the system gamifying a lot of things about the world, I couldn’t just say “training montage” and then get stronger by just doing a handful of pushups and running away from the sunrise or whatever. I had to actually go out and find a way to grow. I actually had to do the physical work.

Fortunately, I had a few options there.

“First thing, I need to train,” I explained to Noaich as I picked up the pace. “Just like we did before, when we got Mistral Reach as a stamina-costing ability.”

Do we have to? Noaich whined.

I wanted to scold him for his plaintive tone, but he had a good point. His stamina was fine, if he was going to be moody about it.

“You don’t,” I said with a laugh, “but I need to. I unlocked a new stamina ability that I’m going to really need if a bigger fight breaks out. Beast Claws lets me cleave, which will be absolutely vital if a whole swarm comes at us. And I need to train my unarmed skill to make the most of it, since it doesn’t use weapon skill.”

So I don’t need to? Noaich asked, Wild Empathy clearly translating the reaction as nearly giddy.

“You don’t,” I admitted, “but you should. Power is power, right?”

He had to think about that for a minute. I took advantage of the hesitation to lay out the rest of my plan.

“We also need to hit Level 10. Because of how much power a level-up represents, we should try to get there before picking such a big and dangerous fight.”

Thought we were doing this challenge to get Level 10, Noaich observed. Now we’re getting Level 10 to do this challenge? Don’t understand.

“We were,” I said, angling our path a little sharper west as the landmarks I’d noted earlier came into view on my detection radius. “But now we’re getting Level 10 to do this challenge so that we can do the challenge to get Level 11. Get it?”

Noaich, always hungry for power, understood perfectly well now.

With my raised pace, I was pushing myself to drain my stamina bar. But I realized quickly that one of my passive abilities was going to be a problem. What I needed to get to increase my total Stamina pool was more tiers of the Marathon achievement, which required me to traverse a certain distance with an empty stamina bar. On The Prowl was constantly giving me a steady trickle of stamina restoration.

Fortunately, I could activate the ability, cycling its restorative effect to my hit points, letting my stamina drop as I went into a light jog.

I got a few hundred feet on an empty tank before I reached my target location and had to take a brief stop. My muscles screamed in relief. I really hadn’t realized exactly how much my body hated doing these zero-stamina runs. Every step I’d taken during those few hundred feet had sent jolts of pain up my calves. Sweat clung to my body. My break let me physically catch my breath, though I didn’t want to just sit here with nothing to do. I activated Beast Hunter to continue tracking our target.

It was like flipping a mental switch to activate the ability, but even that minor action felt like lifting a ton of bricks. My brain buzzed and my concentration wavered for a moment. But I pushed past the fatigue that gripped me. This was too important.

The predator, Noaich said as he sniffed at the forest floor. His crocodile tail slithered back and forth, almost like he was a hunting dog catching a whiff of a rabbit on the trail. The one from lunch.

“Right. A challenging fight to start us off. Especially with me trying to build unarmed skill.”

My expanded radius didn’t find the ceratosaurus. I reminded myself that it had used stealth to ambush us and the hadrosaur earlier.

But I had another way to find it.

“It was hunting,” I said carefully, “and it went north from here. So what would it want to eat?”

Noaich didn’t answer, but I didn’t expect him to. Instead, I used my weird not-sight afforded by Beast Hunter to look around.

The thicket to the north seemed like a likely venue. The ceratosaurus’s brown striped coloration would let it blend in with the foliage, but the hide couldn’t hold up to my axes, and so the thorny brambles might give it some discomfort. There was prey present, though. A whole flock of some kind of large flightless birds. Like the terrorbirds I had battled when defending Rachel’s camp, but smaller, with sharply hooked hawklike beaks rather than the larger shoe-shaped bills of the terrorbirds.

I dismissed the possibility. Even if the ceratosaurus could brave the thorns, the prey itself was too small and dangerous. They were only bite-sized for the giant predator, and the hooked beaks looked fearsome.

Straight west of us was a daeodon snuffling around near a shallow depression in the forest floor. The spot was wet from the creek we’d crossed earlier that ran through the wide pit, and the boar-like beast soon settled in to wallow in the mud there.

I couldn’t even consider the idea that anything in this forest would be stupid enough to fight one of them. In two or three more levels, I might be strong enough, but something that was an even match for me now would get dismantled in an instant. Even if the ceratosaurus could fight that thing, almost anything else in the forest would be easier prey.

There was one more option.

It was roughly northwest of us. A big quadruped lumbering through the forest at a leisurely pace. I had seen it earlier, too. It was that big rock-shelled creature that had been in the thicket this morning, but had ventured out the next time I’d looked.

Looking at it now, it was clearly not a totally defenseless herbivore. Its face was wedge-shaped, with teeth sharper than would be needed for only plants, and a semi-prehensile nose that snuffled around as the creature walked. Its forelimbs had giant burrowing claws that it could no doubt use to deadly effect in combat—even if it was more likely suited to digging up the ground for ants or grubs, or gouging into a downed tree for termites with more efficacy than the tiny raptors I’d seen earlier. And the end of its tail sported a club covered in bony spikes, no doubt to attack foes not entirely stymied by the thick stone-like shell on its back.

“That one,” I said, breaking into a jog again to try to get some more distance in to build my progress toward the Marathon achievement. “It should be closing in to attack any second.”

Running through the forest to close the distance rapidly was tiring, with my stamina drained. By now my body was a canvas of aches and warning signals. Every cell screamed at me to stop, rest, and maybe gulp down a gallon of water. But as the creature came back into the natural radius of Beast Hunter, the work paid off.

Marathon IV: Travel 8,000 feet while at 0 Stamina (Lifetime). Increase Stamina Points by 40%, Athletics, Climb, Swim, and Acrobatics checks consume 10% reduced Stamina Points.

More would be better. I’d need two more tiers to have my stamina increased by enough to get a full use of Savage Claws out of the increase. But I didn’t want to be exhausted when I jumped into a situation where I intended to fistfight a dinosaur, so I slowed myself down a little and toggled On The Prowl back around to restore my stamina.

Up ahead, the fight was already underway.

The armor-shelled beast had hunkered down, pulling its head under its shell and burrowing a little into the forest floor to present only its shell. With ferocious hunger, the ceratosaurus was right on top of it, scraping at the shell with its serrated teeth. The armored creature’s tail flailed in the air, but the bipedal predator was nimble enough to circle around to the defensive measure’s blind spot.

“Ease up on the space-ice for this one,” I said to Noaich. “This thing might be an asset to us if we don’t antagonize it.”

Why bother? Noaich asked. Will give us experience points to kill it, too.

“Maybe,” I said quickly, “but we can do that when the predator is dealt with. I’d rather not insert myself between two monsters and fight them both at once when I could instead fight one with the other’s help, and then finish the job cleanly right after.” And then I lowered my voice as we drew closer in order to add: “Not to mention that coward broke and ran last time. I don’t want to be stuck fighting something else while it escapes again.”

My sense of humor encouraged me to activate Hide In Plain Sight as we made our approach. Before we emerged from the forest, we were shrouded by my stealth skill.

I would have my revenge properly now.

Just as this beast had interrupted our lunch, I was going to interrupt it just the same.

Only this time, there would be no escape.

When the fight came into proper view with my physical eyes rather than my system-expanded senses, the ceratosaurus was bending way down, trying to use its hooked claws to grip the stonelike shell.

The armored creature was trying to dig in deeper to avoid being flipped over and rendered vulnerable, but the forest floor here was tough and hard from the hard-packed detritus and the thick tree roots beneath it.

It was only a matter of time before the hungry predator got a grip under the shell.

And so I lunged.

I had to fight off the urge to draw my axes, and instead lashed out with my bare fist. I activated Skull Bash and did my adolescent self proud by punching that dinosaur in the face.

My knuckles throbbed on impact, sending a reverberating ache all the way up my arm. For a split second, that pain eclipsed my overall weariness.

“Remember me, jerk?” I said, grinning into the stunned monster’s swiveling eye. “I told you that you hadn’t seen the last of me!”


Chapter 9
Fistfighting A Dinosaur


I didn’t learn a lot of self-defenses in the pre-apocalypse world. Not that I was a total idiot; I knew how to make a fist and how to throw a punch. But my fighting stance was basically that of an amateur boxer. Hands up to protect the face, and that was about it. The system would help with that once I got some skill rankings, but for now, it would have to serve.

Not like it really mattered if my guard was too high to block body shots when my opponent was literally a dinosaur.

Giant claws reached down to rake at me, and I quickly slipped to the left and right, letting them catch air. I punched straight up into the ceratosaurus’s chest, and the power added by my achievements attached to recent use of Skull Bash empowered the strike. By our relative sizes, the attack should have been nearly harmless, but with the power of my system-imbued strength and the direct damage bonus, the beast flinched, giving me an opening to step in under it.

From directly under its weight, it couldn’t reach me with any of its normal attacks. Trying to kick or stomp at me would be unwieldy even if it could clearly see me down here.

Meanwhile, I could strike it with impunity. I landed a roundhouse kick on the monster’s knee, and heard the creaking of a protesting joint under the impact. The ceratosaurus stumbled for a second, but it kept its footing.

I wasn’t doing that much actual damage. With neither Howl nor Enrage active, and my low skill, the missing multipliers really added up. But that was the point. I would gain unarmed skill by making the system roll skill checks for me. The less damage I did, the more attacks I could make over the course of the fight. More attacks meant more skill checks, which meant more skill gain.

I planted my feet and threw a vicious hook at the ceratosaurus’s knee, ducking down under its belly. The strike was a glancing blow, but from the way the beast snarled, I could tell it wasn’t happy with how things were developing.

The ceratosaurus jumped back. Actually coiled and leaped, its massive body moving in a way I more closely associated with a cat than a dinosaur the size of a truck. It opened its mouth to roar at me from its new position, and I knew I had to get out of the way.

This was the beast’s equalizer. It wanted to use its roar ability to rob me of my senses temporarily. The system believed this thing was an even match to me, so when it would land a blow it would be devastating. My skill and speed couldn’t save me if I couldn’t see or hear the monster coming.

I lunged to the right, throwing myself into a dodge roll. I felt the reverberation in the air behind me of the beast’s attack, and heard the roar filling the air, but I had barely managed to avoid—

THWACK.

A spiked club smashed into my side.

Agony lit up my torso. The attack was so unexpected I was thrown to the ground.

I’d almost forgotten about the stone-shelled creature the ceratosaurus had been attacking. It was still hunkered down, flailing its tail in an attempt to ward off the predator. The damage would have impressed me if it wasn’t putting me at a disadvantage in a fistfight with a giant theropod.

“Knock that off,” I snapped at the creature. “I’m not here to fight you!”

The creature let loose a grumbling, snuffling sound as it swiped at me with its tail again. I managed to duck under the swipe as Wild Empathy translated.

I don’t believe you, the creature said simply.

The ceratosaurus interrupted further discussion by charging me, snapping with its jaws. I barely avoided letting the serrated teeth take my arm off by dodging to the left. I brought my left elbow up on instinct and smashed it right into the beast’s chin before bringing my other fist across to punch it right in the nose. My instincts warned me to duck, so I did, and the next sweep of the shelled creature’s tail landed right in the ceratosaurus’s teeth.

Two of them broke off entirely and fell to the forest floor.

The blow didn’t send the beast reeling, but did surprise it for a second.

I lunged forward and punched it in the nose again, trying to capitalize on the opening. As it flinched from my attack, I followed-up with my other fist, trying to keep the giant dinosaur flinching back from my flurry of blows. It snapped back at me, but that only revealed a weak spot as I darted back from the bite. The shelled creature’s tail had broken two teeth out, but left several more cracked and sensitive. I reared back and aimed a roundhouse kick right at the spot where the tail attack had smashed.

The giant predator had done a good job of enduring my previous strikes, but this strike cut through its resilience and lit it up with pain, staggering it and drawing a snarl of agony. I found myself grinning fiercely at the results of the kick. I didn’t plan to let this beast escape again, but if it did, it would remember not to mess with me again.

As satisfied as I was with the attack, the moment of distraction only meant both me and the dinosaur were flat-footed for what happened next.

The stone-shelled creature stood up.

This was obviously a creature best-suited to moving on all fours, but when it stood up, it reared up on its hind legs. The burrowing claws on its forelimbs were brandished menacingly at both me and the ceratosaurus.

Despite the terrifying claws, spiked-club tail, and rock-hard shell, it was difficult to take the critter seriously. It was just kind of derpy-looking. Its big wet eyes made it look like it was about to cry, and the downturned snout and leathery gray skin made it look like an elephant with neither tusks nor trunk. There was even a little armor plate on top of its head that looked like a silly little flat cap hat.

It was a lot easier to take it seriously when it started to attack.

A faint orange glow suffused the creature as it swept its claws forward. Its cleaving attacks struck both me and the ceratosaurus at the same time. I was able to recover my composure and dance back away from the second and third swipe, but the armored creature kept coming. As much as the ceratosaurus should have been the immediate threat, it seemed to think that I was the real target.

An idea did occur to me, though.

“Noaich!” I called, “I could use my sidekick’s help here!”

Death from above! Noaich snarled as he leaped from a nearby tree trunk with a Howl.

My companion landed on top of the ceratosaurus, and while he was smaller overall, the giant six-legged crocodile was far more weight than the theropod could support, dragging it down to the ground. Noaich’s claws dug into the predator’s pebbled hide.

The armored creature was coming at me with surprising speed, considering how unbalanced it looked on its hind legs. It took a moment to realize that it was using its club tail for support, the spined appendage digging into the forest floor every few steps to keep it anchored and upright.

“Maybe we can come to an arrangement,” I said quickly. “I don’t want to hurt you, and you have no reason to want to hurt me, right?”

Going to arrange your face, the creature snuffled aggressively as it lunged, burrowing claws sweeping through the air.

I ducked left from the first blow, leading the second toward a tree trunk. But instead of jamming the claws into the bark there, it cleaved clean through, sending sap-covered wood shards flying.

“But why?” I demanded. “You have to have some reason to be this aggressive. I didn’t do anything to you! In fact, I just saved your life from that thing!”

I gestured over to where Noaich and the ceratosaurus were fighting. The predator had rolled over on its side with Noaich on top of it, trying to claw at my companion. Noaich, however, had gotten a solid grip on the side of the monster’s neck with his jaws, and the blood was starting to pour from the wound while he gripped on with all six legs, trying to keep his foe held down and unable to fight.

You brought that thing, the clawed beast snuffled at me, lunging again. This time, it did a silly-looking little hop, dropping to all fours with a spin to swing its club tail at me. I can smell you on it. On both of them!

I barely managed to jump back from the swipe. The creature seemed to be gaining speed as the fight went on. I needed a little more information, though. There had to be something I could learn that would give me the edge I needed. But as it grew faster, its speed was going to catch up to me soon.

“Yes, the one is with me, but he never attacked you,” I said quickly. “And the other only smells like me because I fought it. I came to kill it for attacking me earlier! I don’t understand. Why are you so upset?”

Predators everywhere, the thing snarled. It started to run at me backwards, its tail sweeping back and forth in wide arcs. Trying to make a meal out of me. Stealing my meals, too! I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re making meals out of each other now!

“The raptors,” I guessed, ducking under the sweeping tail. The beast’s advance was too fast now for me to keep ahead of it. “They chased you off from that tree ahead of their big convention. They’re eating your termites now, right?”

The next sweep of the tail had just a little hesitation. It wasn’t much. But it was just enough to let me know I was on the right track. As soon as the swing went past my face, I reversed direction, jumping up and landing on the creature’s rock-like shell.

I reached down toward the back of its head and activated my Charming ability.


Chapter 10
New Friend


The creature didn’t resist the [pacify] effect of Charming and stopped trying to attack me. With it thus pacified, I could try to add it to my pet stable. I just had to convince it to join me.

And if it did, its non-stop cleave attacks would make the raptor swarm into mincemeat if the situation turned against us. The creature was the perfect addition to the team. Noaich could obliterate any one foe with ease, but struggled against groups. And while I could hold my own in a big brawl, the only actual AoE options I had cost too much stamina or had too long of cooldowns to fight against a tide of foes. This armored tank of a beast could obliterate swarms of things. It could be the perfect addition to the team.

Near at hand, Noaich was demonstrating the power he could put out in a one-on-one fight. The ceratosaurus had given up on trying to fight back, and was simply trying to escape, thrashing around to try to break Noaich’s grip.

My companion was too skilled for such a tactic to work. His thick tail flopped around, keeping his balance, and his jaws kept worrying away at the side of the monster’s neck. Blood was fountaining from the wound now, though it hadn’t yet lost enough to make the thing’s thrashing any less energetic.

“How do you feel about revenge?”

Revenge? the creature asked, twisting its head to look up at me. What do you mean?

I slid down off of my perch on the armored shell to try to get a little bit more eye-to-eye with the critter. To get perfectly eye-to-eye, I had to sit down on the forest floor, but I trusted that the [pacify] effect would keep me safe for a little while.

“I’m going to go beat up a bunch of those raptors,” I said. “Specifically the ones on the termite-filled log. I need to figure out what their deal is first, but once that’s done, I’ll help you get your fill of those termites.”

The way the beast’s big wet eyes lit up at the promise of termites told me that this was an easy sell. It almost made me feel bad to be getting this thing on my side so easily.

How many termites? It asked.

“That depends on how fast we get there,” I said. “The raptors are eating them now, so the sooner we arrive, the more will be left when we’re done.”

Say less, the creature said. Can we go right now?

The beast—the glyptodon, I corrected myself, once I sensed its species name through the still-forming connection to it—filled the open slot in my stable. It started out stabled—leaving Noaich as my active pet—but it remained before me. I don’t know why, but I expected it to vanish into the system somehow until I summoned it.

It seemed like the truth was a bit simpler.

Noaich was my active pet, benefitting from all the powers and abilities that granted him. I still had a connection with the new creature—and it even had access to its abilities still, and so could technically fight—but without all the Teamwork traits, I wouldn’t benefit from them. I couldn’t heal it with Treat or protect it with Diamond Hide, either. It was smarter to keep my pets out of danger when I wasn’t empowering them.

Spike-Tail Glyptodon [Set Nickname]
Level 9 Pet (Beastmaster)

Status effect: Mycobacterium Leprae

HP: 931/1125
MP: 0/0
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Friendly
Growth: 30/100

STR: 15
CON: 25
DEX: 10
AGI: 9
INT: 8
WIS: 12

[Class Abilities]

Momentum (180 second cooldown): Increase attack and movement speed by 2% per second over the next 50 seconds. Speed boost persists for an additional 10 seconds when it reaches its maximum.

Anchor (120 second cooldown): Set an immovable stance. Increases DEF by 25% and automatically succeed on checks to resist being tripped, knocked down, or picked up for 30 seconds. Arms and legs cannot be used to attack without breaking this stance.

Shell Charge (20 second cooldown): For the next 5 seconds, movement speed is increased by 50%. Colliding with an enemy will deal damage proportional to the difference between your speed and their speed.

Cleave (Passive) Attacks deal 100% damage in an arc, damaging adjacent foes.

Mount (Passive): Increase carry weight by 100%. Dramatically reduced stamina cost when bearing passengers.

[Skills]

Claw: 36
Tail: 36
Dodge: 30
Detection: 36
Stealth (Cross-Class): 25
Athletics: 36
Burrow: 36
Survival: 36

[Growth Tree]

Spiketop Glyptodon
Offensive Path
Requirements: Achievement “Sic ‘em VI”, pet consumes 1x Salt-Steamed Grub, Growth > 100
Ability Unlock:
Flame Breath (3 Stamina per second, No Cooldown): Release a conal flame breath attack. Damage done is proportional to the user’s current hit point total. Deals an additional 10% damage over 15 seconds after damaging a foe, stacking with itself.
Fortress (Passive): Enemies dealing damage with unarmed or natural melee attacks must make an opposed Athletics skill check. Enemies failing this check take minor damage from the Glyptodon’s spiked shell. This skill check will also be triggered by Shell Charge.

Paladin Glyptodon
Support Path
Requirements: Achievement “Master Healer”, Pet consumes 1x Stewed Crickets, Growth > 100
Ability Unlock:
Rampart (90 second cooldown): Take 30% reduced damage from all sources for 30 seconds. While active, restore 5% of max hit points per second.
Majesty (Passive): Healing received above 100% hit points is distributed amongst allies within 30 feet, prioritizing those with lower hit points totals.

A couple of things stuck out to me immediately. First of all, this creature could serve as a mount. I suspected it wouldn’t be as fast as, say, a horse, but it still surprised me with its mobility in combat. Its Momentum and Shell Charge abilities were also still accessible while stabled, and not strictly combat-based, which meant that it could get a good burst of speed when needed.

The glyptodon also seemed to be several steps along on its advancement path. When I’d gotten Noaich, he’d had one active ability, and no passives. This one had three actives and two passives right now, more than Noaich would get even after his next evolution. Though perhaps the Mount passive shouldn’t count.

But despite the difference in advancement path, its stats were so much lower overall than Noaich’s. Perhaps that was because it was a more defensively focused creature, and the system’s balance thought that the very high hit point total was more than worth the difference in overall stat points.

Can we go now? my new companion asked again. Before all the termites are gone?

“Of course,” I said quickly, “but I just have one thing to take care of first.”

With that, I rushed to help Noaich with the ceratosaurus. The monster had managed to get to its feet, but it was still weighed down by Noaich’s body hanging from his grip on the side of its neck. The wound had widened as Noaich tried to twist to and fro—unable to drag a beast larger than himself into a death roll—and the monster’s brown hide was taking on a pale color from the blood loss.

“We apologize for the interruption,” I said as I charged into the fight. “We now return to your regularly-scheduled ass-kicking already in progress!”

I reached up and landed a solid punch to the ceratosaurus’s face, right where the jaw met the skull. It wasn’t enough to break anything, but the clicking sound of the creature’s jaw rattling from the impact sounded painful. The beast realized that this wasn’t a fight it could win. Against just me, or just Noaich, it only needed the upper hand for a second to turn the fight with a single bite of its powerful jaws. With both of us here now, giving it our undivided attention, it was realizing that death was coming fast. The best it could hope for was to kill one of us and then die to the other.

The ceratosaurus twisted violently, thrashing in panic. Noaich slammed to the ground, mouth full of a chunk of raw meat and hide, with a fountain of blood splattering across his face, momentarily blinding him. Without Noaich’s weight holding it down, the monster whirled on me, opening its mouth to roar.

I wasn’t sure what would happen if that roar hit me. With Noaich blinded by the blood, if it robbed me of my senses with its roar, it could make a run for it. But it could have gone on the offense. To a beast that size, I was a two-bite snack, even if I would struggle the whole way down.

Neither option was acceptable.

Not only did I not want to die, I also didn’t want this slippery bastard to get away again.

My foot slammed into the beast’s chin in a high jump-kick. There was a click and a slam as the joint I’d punched on the side of its face protested at the rough treatment, refusing to hold open against the impact. Its mouth slammed shut with a bony slamming sound of teeth on teeth.

The roar still ripped out of the beast’s throat, though. It just didn’t blast out through its open maw. Instead, it met a wall of teeth.

And smashed through it.

I was abruptly sprayed with spit, blood, and tooth fragments. And then, for a second, I went blind. The ability still affected me, then, robbing me of my senses. But the beast had hit itself at the same time. When my vision returned, we were standing in the same spot, with the ceratosaurus several teeth shy of a mouthful, shaking its head while recovering from its own momentary blindness.

“I didn’t have time for you when you interrupted my lunch, and I don’t have time for you now,” I snapped. Despite my desire to get a few more unarmed skill ranks, I needed to end this fight before the thing escaped. “We’ve got a deadline now, measured in termites.”

I lunged, and this time, I drew my axes.

The first strike glanced off of the leathery hide as the ceratosaurus recoiled, but the second was aimed farther past the monster’s snarling maw, catching it right behind the jaw. The crescent blade carved through the thin skin there, and I followed through with a snarl, enjoying the satisfying feeling of tearing flesh that ran up my arm through the weapon as I opened its throat.


Chapter 11
Pet Politics


The ceratosaurus went down with a gurgling snarl. It clearly tried to lunge at me to try to land a bite on me as it died, but the tremendous blood loss it had suffered meant that it was too weak. The jaws hit the ground before they reached me, all the remaining blood in the beast dumped out onto the ground.

“Excellent work,” I said, moving to Noaich’s side to try to get a little bit of the blood off of his face and out of his eyes. “We got what we need to take on the raptors.”

Didn’t get Level 10, Noaich pointed out.

“I also didn’t get much unarmed skill,” I admitted. My skill had gone from 3 to 7 from how few attacks I’d actually made with Noaich doing the bulk of the work for the fight. “But we have another way now.”

The glyptodon approached, snuffling at the spreading pool of blood around the ceratosaurus corpse. Noaich reacted with a start, but then tilted his head curiously. I wondered what things looked like from his end. I could feel the connection I had with the two of them through the system, but they were both my pets. Did Noaich feel a similar connection? Or did he just sense that it was an ally?

New sidekick? Noaich asked.

“Sidekick is a strong word,” I said quickly. I could sense that Noaich was unsure of how to feel about this. “Think of it more like a subcontractor. I’m going to need a set of skills if a brawl breaks out with the raptors. I don’t have them, and you don’t have them. So I’ve brought a specialist to the team.”

How does it work? Noaich asked.

“We’ll have to figure that out together,” I explained. “From what it looks like, I can designate which of you two is my active pet, and which isn’t. The active pet gets all the buffs from my abilities, while the other still has their own powers and can defend themselves, but won’t benefit from my class abilities.”

You promised me power, Noaich said firmly. You’re going to take it away now?

“Not permanently,” I said quickly. “You’re stronger, with stronger abilities, and so I want you to be my active pet as much as possible. But when I need the very narrow skillset of this guy, I’m going to let him borrow it from you.”

Noaich was uncertain about that. I sensed that he was insecure about his strength, but he did trust me. I just had to make sure I didn’t abuse that trust and get myself into trouble. At the very least my promise to him wouldn’t conflict with my promise to my new companion.

“So do you have a name?” I asked the glyptodon when it turned its attention to us. “Maybe something you were called before? I’d accept a sequence of random sounds, apparently, or we could make something up.”

The creature looked at me for a moment, as if struggling to process what I’d said. I had to remind myself that Wild Empathy was sometimes a bit finicky. It was possible that just saying the word ‘name’ was causing unnecessary confusion. The system might have bogged down the question with definitions and cultural explanations.

“What should I call you?” I tried instead. “I need something to address you by. What sound do others of your kind make to get your attention?”

My kind is a solitary species, the glyptodon said at last. That's not something we use.

“We can make something up for you,” I said with a reassuring smile. “I think I have an idea, too.”

One of its evolved forms being called ‘spiketop’ brought something to mind. In particular, a monstrous beast with a spiked shell and fiery breath. I worried that Wild Empathy might mistranslate it, though.

The name certainly had some connotations in my mind at least of being a destructive villain. I didn’t want to call my new companion something that it would understand to mean ‘evil turtle monster’ and upset it. How could I reverse the alignment of the name easily? My capacity for wordplay was failing me, and I was pretty sure Noaich’s intelligence wouldn’t help here without an equal understanding of the English language.

“Oh, duh,” I said to myself. “Just replace the first letter with a W. That should work the other way too, right?”

What? the Glyptodon asked.

“How about Wowser?” I asked. “It’s succinct and punchy. The perfect name.”

Wowser, the creature tested the name with a curious snuffle. I like it. It makes me sound impressive.

“Perfect,” I said. That confirmed my suspicion. Wild Empathy did carry some amount of meaning, even if I was repurposing a word for another purpose. I turned to Noaich. “So this is our new friend Wowser. Wowser, this is Noaich, my sidekick. If I’m ever incapacitated, listen to him. He’s the brains of the operation, anyway.”

Nice to meet you, Wowser said with a cheerful snort.

Interesting, Noaich said, tilting his head curiously at the critter. Can understand you.

“That’s good,” I said. “I wasn’t sure how that would work since neither of you are getting Wild Empathy from me, but I guess the system gives you a little help since you’re pets for the same Beastmaster.”

I hope we can be good friends, Wowser said.

Just don’t get in my way, Noaich said gruffly. Seek power. Must become stronger. That’s our deal. Don’t care if we’re friends if you slow us down too much.

“I do want to test something,” I cut in, trying to avoid letting Noaich pick a fight. “I’m going to make Wowser my active pet for a minute just to see how some mechanics work, okay?”

Noaich made a grumpy sound that was roughly assent. Wowser just peered at me curiously with big wet eyes.

Switching my active pet was easy. The system didn’t ask for any confirmation or anything. I just felt my connection to Noaich loosen a little, while my connection to Wowser became more pronounced. When I checked our character sheets, I could see that Noaich now only had Howl and Comet while Wowser now had the full collection of other abilities. Wowser blinked a few times, looking confused and concerned by the sudden surge of power. Noaich looked no less concerned, but his expression was much more clearly agitated, though he didn’t protest as much as I’d expected.

I suddenly also became concerned when a quest popped up.

Ramshackle Ride Repairs (Crafting Challenge)
Your mount is infected with a disease. Riding it or fighting alongside it will increase the transmission chance for you and any other pets you may have. Curing it will require the following ingredients:
1x Antidote Base (In Inventory: Ruby Recuviid Venom)
5x Disease Targeting Ingredient (Known ingredient: Clinging Usnea)

“Oh, that’s not good,” I grumbled. Instinctively, I checked myself to make sure I didn’t have any new debuffs. It seemed I was clean for now, which I chalked up to pure luck.

What? Noaich asked.

“Wowser,” I said calmly, checking his sheet to confirm that there was a condition on his status bar. “How long have you had that debuff?”

That’s always been there, my new companion said. It didn’t physically shrug—the arrangement of its shell wouldn’t allow the motion—but Wild Empathy conveyed that same sort of uncertainty. It never bothered me.

I wasn’t an expert on armadillos or infectious diseases, but Mycobacterium Leprae didn’t sound like a good thing. If it wasn’t afflicting my new friend with any actual debuffs, then perhaps he was an asymptomatic carrier. Ignoring the disease would likely get me infected, and even if my high CON stat and the Savagery trait let me shrug it off, Noaich likely wouldn’t enjoy any such protection.

“The good news is we’re halfway there,” I said. “More than, even. I have the base item already, and I know where to get the other stuff.”

Will there be danger? Noaich asked.

While he was no longer a baby, my first companion was still pretty single-minded. He wanted the power of being my active pet back. It only took a moment’s concentration to do so. More than that, though, I noticed that Wowser actually seemed calmer and more comfortable as the power left him and returned him to normal. I was glad there wouldn’t be too much conflict between them from that direction, at least.

“It’s a kind of moss,” I explained. I remembered discovering it in the early days of the apocalypse. It wasn’t edible, but that didn’t stop me from trying before I got a high enough survival skill to forage properly. “It only grows near large bodies of water, which often does mean danger. Ambush predators, territorial herd animals… We might be able to get through without a fight, but it’s unlikely. Especially not if the system put a challenge quest in for it.”

Will this slow us down too much? Wowser asked. The raptors are still eating my termites, right?

“Unfortunately, this isn’t optional,” I said firmly. “If you want your termites, you’re going to have to fight. And if we want you to fight, you’re going to have to get cured first.”

We should hurry, then, Wowser said. There’s no time to waste!


Chapter 12
Hide And Moss


Luckily, we had a route to find a proper source for the moss. The nearby ravine with the trickle of a creek at its base meant that we just had to follow it up until we found a source for it. Moving at speed required us to cast caution aside—I wasn’t using Beast Hunter to ping our surroundings, or Hide in Plain Sight to keep us stealthed—but after killing the ceratosaurus, I wasn’t really afraid of anything in the region, short of a daeodon.

I did stop to loot the ceratosaurus before we moved on, but time would tell if it was worth it.

Ceratosaurus Hide
Armor Material
Armor Material Properties: Armor made from this hide is imbued with the ceratosaurus’s powerful camouflage. Increases stealth skill.

Bone Ceratosaurus Flute
Tool, Wind Instrument
Use: Make a wind instrument skill check. Nearby sentient creatures must make an opposed WIS ability check or be [blinded] and [deafened] for 0.5 seconds. If a target fails the check by 15 or more, double the debuff durations. If a target fails the check by 25 or more, they are [terrified] for 6 seconds.

The hide would be okay material to make into new armor—if I could find someone to craft it. My stealth skill had been doing well, though. With it being a class skill now, along with the achievement boosts I had rolling, I had managed to stay above the detection skill of most enemies for a while now.

Investing further might be a waste.

The flute was a total mystery, though. It required a skill check that I didn’t have, and didn’t appear to be able to differentiate friend and foe. If the text of the ability was to be taken purely as written, then I myself would have to succeed on the WIS check or be struck blind and deaf by playing it myself. Though I’d have to test it to see if that was the case or not.

Just the same, an AoE debuff like this might be useful. I had been more of a percussion kind of guy in the pre-apocalypse, but I would have to find time to train my wind instrument skill to make use of this tool.

For now, my priority was to get rid of Wowser’s disease.

Following the ravine up through the forest about a quarter-mile eventually found a sizable pond. It was about two hundred feet across, more than large enough to cause the moss we sought to grow on the surrounding trees.

But there were two problems.

There were no trees nearby. The moss only grew on trees near the water, and the area immediately around the water had been cleared. It took an obnoxiously long time for my eyes to adjust to the open sky for a change. This was a relatively recent change, though, as the foliage in the area hadn’t sprung up tremendously. There were brush and grasses starting to reclaim the space, but nothing taller than my knee.

The wood that had been used was nearby, though. A second pond had formed behind a crude muddy dam on one end of the pond, where the creek we had followed trickled out into the ravine. I could even see some of the wispy green moss we sought still clinging to the exposed wood.

That was where the second problem came in.

The dam was actively being tended by over a dozen giant beavers.

They weren’t really that giant, on the scale of other things I’d seen. About five feet long from nose to flattened paddle-like tail, and maybe two feet tall at the shoulder. While that was pretty small for a dinosaur—and by far dwarfed by my companions—it was huge for a beaver. And with fifteen of them visible here, their combined strength was probably a threat worth worrying about. Their claws and teeth—now being used to process a tree into pieces to be added to the dam—would probably make short work of my defenses, too.

I didn’t need to pick a fight, though. I just needed some of that moss.

“You two stay here,” I said to my companions.

Wowser was happy to start scratching at the ground, digging himself a little pit to withdraw into for a nap. Noaich was a little more reluctant, and while he didn’t protest, he started shifting anxiously from side to side.

“All right,” I said, “Noaich with me. Stay about thirty feet back and keep low. If a fight breaks out, like five things need to go wrong at all the same time, but if all of those things go wrong, you can back me up.”

My reptilian friend perked up at that instantly. I couldn’t help but smile. While he was often driven by hunger for power, he was a good kid. He wanted to help.

Activating Hide In Plain Sight for stealth, I started creeping out into the clearing. Keeping low wasn’t very useful to me—the vegetation was simply not tall enough to hide me—but when Noaich followed behind, he was nearly invisible even to me. His body should have poked up out of the vegetation, but he could crawl very low on his belly if he wanted to.

I kept a careful eye on the giant beavers as I approached.

The way they moved was familiar. They had a log on the bank of the water, and seven of them were gnawing it down with their teeth, breaking it into parts with methodical efficiency. Four more were ferrying pieces of logs from those workers to the dam, where three others were adding the pieces to the dam, making it thicker and more secure. One last one was going behind those three, adding pond muck to the structure to hold everything in place, scratching at the wood with its claws to make a more uneven surface for the mud to grip.

And they did it all in perfect harmony without a sound between them. The careful ballet of construction was done entirely without language for Wild Empathy to translate.

It reminded me of the raptors.

I pulled up short to observe for a little longer. Their movements weren’t perfectly in time—of the five chewing the log to pieces, two were far faster than the others—but they still moved around each other in cooperative synchrony. No chitters of irritation or even flicks of the tail to gesture for the faster worker to go around. They simply moved together like highly efficient machinery.

When a piece of wood was too large for one to carry by itself, or when an uneven piece got caught on a rock, it didn’t signal for another of the courier beavers to come help. The second courier just sidled up into position and they moved the bit of wood together.

A part of me immediately wanted to hunker down and keep watching. It might teach me something about the raptors. If I could figure out how these guys were operating, maybe I could devise some battery of tests to see if the raptors worked the same way.

But I had to cast that thought aside. I was wasting time. There was no telling how long I could continue to linger here without being spotted—or how the beasts would react if they did see me. Not to mention how Wowser was on the clock. I wasn’t sure what would happen to my bond with him if the tree was out of termites when we got on the scene, but even if he accepted my apology, it would look bad to Noaich if I couldn’t keep my promises.

I started to creep toward the ravine. The vegetation was thicker there, giving me more cover for my approach. Coming from the creek side instead of the pond side would put me in the blind spot of most of the beavers working on the dam. I would need to be very cautious, though, as I drew close I was coming within a dozen feet of the beavers.

And then ten feet.

And then five feet…

Moving slowly and cautiously kept me from failing a stealth skill check. I was still hidden even as the beaver creatures working on the dam were only a few feet away. Their beady little eyes went right past me as Hide In Plain Sight kept me invisible to them, so long as they didn’t beat me with a detection skill check.

The parts of the dam with the most moss were near the middle. The bottom of the dam must have been built before there was a pond, and then after the pond formed, the moss would have begun to grow. And then the beavers harvested the moss-covered trees to build the dam higher and thicker. And then once those trees were cleared came the trees that were too far for the moss to grow.

Fortunately, the water slipping through the dam was still feeding the moss, moistening it to keep it that pale greenish color that meant it was alive and healthy. I just had to reach out and scrape a few handfuls of it—and maybe a few extra for—

TINK.

My hand poked something solid about two inches away from the moss. There was a gentle ringing sound of impact, like that of a tiny bell. I could see a faint purple shimmering above the moss, and a pale glow pulsed from scratches on the wood under the mud.

All fifteen beavers stopped what they were doing and turned to stare directly at the dam.

Toward the source of the sound.

Toward me.

I could feel the detection checks hit me. Ten of them failed.

And then one succeeded.

The Hide In Plain Sight effect broke, suddenly rendering me visible.

“Uh,” I said to the thirty beady little eyes now regarding me. “Dam inspector?”


Chapter 13
Dam Defenders


Obviously, I couldn’t string together a bluff off of that. Wild Empathy would mean they’d understand my meaning, but that wouldn’t earn their trust.

There was no way any rational person would believe a big giant monster trying to chip tiles off their roof if it said “roof inspector” in a nervous tone, right? The only thing I could count on was confusing them for long enough to snatch whatever moss I could get a grip on and run.

My hands slid over an unseen force again, with that same tinkling ring. Trying to force my way through the shield made it shimmer over the surface of the dam. Pushing my fingers against it caused that same glow to pulse on the wood beneath it.

There was something magical at work here. Those weren’t random scratches to give the mud something to grip to. They were runes. The beavers had used some sort of magic to produce a forcefield over the surface of the dam.

Magic giant beavers. Great. Just what I needed.

Until I could find a way to break through the forcefield and get at the alchemical ingredient beneath it, I had to stand and fight. Which was all the more frustrating knowing that they could probably bring this magic to bear against me. Fighting a bunch of angry beavers was bad enough. If I had to spend the whole fight avoiding rune magic force bubbles, I was in real danger.

The beavers on the dam launched themselves at me with the kind of enraged fury only a threatened rodent could muster. Their docile-looking little faces split open in a completely natural way that made them look unnaturally threatening with their giant front teeth bared. Claws reached out to try to hook onto me to get a grip so they could dismantle me with the same brutal efficiency that they’d used to dismantle the trees that now made up their giant dam.

Once more, their movements were coordinated with supernatural efficacy. I couldn’t fight them as individuals—their attacks were too synchronized—I almost had to think of them as a single unit. Instead of seeing four big furry monsters attacking me, I had to picture one giant creature attacking me with five attacks at once.

I dodged back from the snapping teeth and reaching claws, using my long legs to hop up out of the ravine and back to the clearing. Teeth snapped and clacked against each other instead of on my flesh. I expected the ones that landed first to charge at me immediately, but they didn’t. I had a fraction of a second to whip out my axes and make ready for the fight while they waited for the whole group to be ready for the second charge.

Behind me, my Beast Hunter senses warned that the others were preparing to join the fight. They weren’t scrambling or rushing, though, they were fanning out, moving to cut off my retreat. And they were doing it without the exchange of any words Wild Empathy could translate.

“I don’t know how you’re doing that,” I said quickly, “but that’s cheating.”

As if in response, two of the beavers circling around behind me pulled up short, and started to chew up the foliage to clear a space before scraping at the dirt with their claws. They were trying to use their runic magic.

“Lucky for me, I can cheat, too,” I said, reaching through my connection to Noaich.

SMASH.

Noaich’s Comet pelted into the ground on top of the runic circle. In addition to damaging the beavers behind me and applying its debuff, it fouled whatever scratches they’d made in the dirt so far. It wasn’t a long-term solution, but it would introduce a healthy dose of fear and confusion, and buy me some time to get control of the battle.

I activated Enrage and instructed Noaich to Howl at the same time. Attacking forward onto the enemies in the ravine was setting myself up to give the beavers the high ground against me. Instead, I whirled, charging the foes who were trying to cut me off from my escape route.

The beavers tried to scramble, but while they didn’t struggle to coordinate with each other, they hesitated when faced with shifting threats.

A second ago, they were trying to drive off or kill a stealthy foe who had tried to sabotage their dam. Now the sneak thief had become a berserk threat, and there was also a giant howling crocodile monster suddenly among them calling down icy airstrikes.

It was no wonder they hesitated.

I lashed out with my axes. The nearest of the beavers took a deep gouge across the back, but its thick hide was much denser than I expected, and the wound I left behind was not even as deep as the ones I’d been dishing out on the ceratosaurus.

If I hadn’t had all my buffs active, the blade would likely have bounced off its oily fur.

I wanted to use Maul on my second strike, but I held back, just leaving a second, slightly deeper cut behind. Maul would be better used when the enemies swarmed at me and grouped up, so the splash effect could bleed them all. Their unexpectedly high defenses would make every little optimization count.

To my right, one of the other beavers leaped at me, trying to protect its ally. It was too slow, though. Noaich lunged out of the underbrush, his giant jaws snatching the furry ball of muscle out of the air. The beaver was resistant to even Noaich’s tremendous bite force, but it was overmatched by weight, and when Noaich threw himself into a death roll with his quarry, I knew I could discount that beaver as out of the fight.

My companion would deal with it with a few seconds of shattering its bones.

The other beavers didn’t let up their attack, though. The ones lunging up out of the ravine were already coming at me from behind, while the others circled to my flanks. As before, they attacked as one, making it impossible to respond to them as individuals and forcing me to fight them as a single unit. Fortunately, their dense hides and thick muscles made them sluggish, and I dove forward and to the left, where there was an opening in their ranks to let me out of their midst.

As soon as I was clear of their hooked claws and snapping teeth, I whirled and lashed out. This was the perfect time for Maul and the burst of reddish energy that blasted out of the attack hit all twelve of the remaining foes, afflicting them with the bleed debuff—

Wait. Twelve?

My Beast Hunter senses had been distracted by the pack of beavers’ synchronized movements. I hadn’t noticed that two of them had broken away from the group. Noaich had foiled their earlier attempt to use their runic magic, but they were well underway now, carving out a symbol in a cleared spot of dirt.

The forcefield around the dam was a very structured and ordered effect.

What blasted me from the rune was the very opposite of that.

Instead of a wave or wall of energy, there was just a chaotic blast. It was like abruptly being thrust in the middle of a tornado—forces from every direction pulling, pushing and twisting, with a horrible whooshing blur blocking out all my senses—and then suddenly being out of it again. The vertigo was overwhelming, and it took me several seconds to parse what had actually happened.

The attack didn’t do much damage, at least, thanks to the debuff from Noaich’s Comet.

But I was suddenly fifteen feet off the ground, upside down, and twenty feet closer to the treeline.

The fall hurt me more than the blast itself. I managed to twist in the air on the way down and land in a roll instead of coming right down on my head, but the harsh forest floor was still not a fun surface to land on.

“That was nuts,” I grumbled to myself, shaking my head to try to get my bearings.

Again, without any communication between them that I could see, the other beavers were already on top of me, lunging to attack.

One of them managed to get a grip on my leg with its claws. I immediately activated my new Diamond Hide ability to increase my defense, and when the giant buck teeth clamped down on my calf, my hardened skin held the attack at bay. While this spared me the damage, it didn’t stop the muscular beaver’s grip from holding me in position. I couldn’t get my footing like this.

And there were eleven more of them coiled and ready to pounce to bring me down. Diamond Hide would only protect me for a short time, and with Noaich still handling his first foe and Wowser two hundred yards away back where I left him, I couldn’t count on them to save me.

I didn’t want to throw caution to the wind. These enemies were potentially very dangerous if I didn’t approach them with methodical intelligence. Their coordination, and use of magic could make them deadly if I made just one misstep.

But they were about to rip me to shreds if they held onto their number advantage.

I smashed my axe straight down on the side of the beaver’s face. A deep wound opened there, and I followed with my second axe directly on the same spot. Hitting the open wound bypassed the beast’s defenses, and the axe cut through its neck all the way to the spine. The grip holding me went slack as the beast fell over, bleeding out from its half-decapitation.

I felt another set of teeth chomp down on my other leg, and a third scratching against my back, unable to find purchase through my ability-enhanced defense. I lashed out with both weapons in a furious flurry of attacks. The stacking attack speed boost of my new axe meant that my weapons moved faster and faster with every strike, making it easy to maintain the Maul debuff bleeding their hit points away.

Within a few seconds of my Diamond Hide keeping their attacks from having any effect, they started to try to back off. The opening let me continue to force myself into the offensive position as I got back to my feet, leaving deep bleeding cuts on the beavers as they foolishly remained within reach—waiting for my defense buff to wear off, or waiting for some other opening. I lashed out with a roundhouse kick, using Savage Claws and Skull Bash to take seven of the foes nearby out of the fight for a split second. The stun effect left me open to focus my efforts on one of the other beavers, smashing my axe down on its back to break its spine before slashing the blade of my offhand weapon across the side of its neck to give it a mortally bleeding wound.

There was another blast of energy from the rune-carving beavers back by the pond, but the distance to their clear spot gave me time to react. I was able to leap past the stunned beavers and let the cacophonous blast of energy whirl past me. Finally, the beasts grew alarmed. They clearly expected their runic magic to be the key to turning the tide against me, and failing to land it a second time was a blow to their morale.

“Run!” I roared as I kicked one of the beasts hard in the face, rolling it over on its back. My axes slashed down the beaver’s exposed underbelly, opening it up like a knife through an overstuffed burrito. “Run now, and I might not chase you down for sport!”

The response surprised me. Finally, an audible communication from the creatures. But the manner was very unusual and almost more terrifying than their strange rune-magic.

We yield, the answer came. We flee. We hide. We will return.

The words came not from one of them, but from all of them at once. In that same synchronous style as all their actions. Even the one dying beneath me now made the same grunting noises and body language movements as the others, until it finally fell completely still.

As one, the beasts scattered with tremendous speed. I wasn’t sure where they even went. There was a splashing sound as some number of them fled into the pond, but the continued rustling of vegetation told me that most of them had fled through the tall reeds toward the treeline.

“Okay,” I said to Noaich as he came to my side. “So that’s what a hivemind acts like in the system. Good to know.”


Chapter 14
Alchemy And Anxiety


There were only a couple of corpses to loot. I felt like there should have been more, but that was probably a quirk of the beaver-monsters. Their industrious nature meant that they favored survival to work another day over the possibility that they could have won the fight. Possibly because they believed I would destroy or damage their dam.

Even though the moss was what I was truly after, I wasn’t going to turn my back on resources I’d earned. I got a couple of pelts, and also a small parcel of an extremely stinky substance.

Castoreum Salve
Medicine, Salve, Reagent
Use: Stimulates rapid recovery. Applies a regeneration effect to hit points, magic points, and stamina points for 50% of their maximum value over 12 seconds. Salves take a few seconds to apply. Being interrupted or unable to complete the full application process will consume the salve without receiving its effect.
Reagent Properties: The regenerative properties of the salve can be added to other medicines. Medicines will restore hit points, magic points, and stamina points in addition to its other effects.

Brown Casteroid Pelt
Armor Material, Weapon Material
Armor Material Properties: Armor lined with the casteroid’s soft under-fur is warmer and more comfortable. Increases survival skill and reduces vulnerability to extreme temperatures.
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons made with the casteroid’s supple and strong skin inherit the beast’s spooty nature. Successful attacks with the weapon restore a small amount of the wielder’s stamina points.

I wasn’t sure what “spooty” meant. Focusing on the word for a moment popped something up in the system.

Language error located. Please update language “English” to include new word.

I was about to say something, and then realized that I was about to start an argument with the system itself. I had spent a lot of my pre-apocalypse life cussing out natural systems like gravity and inertia when appropriate, but I was reluctant to return to that old habit now.

What if the system responded? I wasn’t prepared to deal with that eventuality.

Getting the moss was slightly more complicated than I expected, but not impossible. The beavers’ rune magic stopped me from just reaching through and touching the dam, but a swift strike of my axe cracked the shell, and a second blow smashed an opening that I could easily reach through.

Scraping up the moss was easy once I could actually put my hands on it.

Clinging Usnea
Reagent
Reagent Properties: Potions crafted with this moss will attack diseases. Medicines will remove disease debuffs, or increase resistance to disease. Poisons will do additional damage to infected or mutants.

My alchemy skill had largely been developed by eating random things and finding out that they weren’t supposed to be food until I got the ability to evaluate alchemical ingredients by looking at them. And then most of the skill after that had been from those skill checks rather than any actual crafting.

One of the great benefits of the system, though, was that my skill gave me the knowledge of what to do, even if I didn’t have the experience or training to explain it.

Making a potion with only two ingredients was easy. I found two small rocks by the bank of the pond and used them to grind the moss into a gooey paste. The bug venom had come in a small chitin-plated sac stained blue with the giant bug’s ichor, and so it was easy to slice that open, dump the moss paste in, and then pinch the opening closed to shake it up.

After a moment, the mixture started to fizz and bubble violently, growing suddenly very hot for several seconds. I worried that I’d done something wrong, but the acrid smell that came off of the bubbling mixture turned earthy and it finally settled.

Through my connection, I called for Wowser to join us here in the clearing. The sliced-open membrane of the recuviid’s venom sac wasn’t exactly secure, and I was afraid of dropping the thing if I tried to go to my companion instead.

Are we ready to go? Wowser asked.

“Almost,” I said, holding out the warm, fizzing concoction to him. “Drink this.”

The lack of hesitation was a little unsettling to me. With Noaich, there had always been a bit of a back-and-forth between us. I had struggled to get him to eat vegetables even when he was hungry. Wowser, however, had dove right in to a disgusting mystery potion, slurping it down.

Checking his status, I could see the debuff fading as the potion cleansed him of the disease. With a gentle chime and a warm fuzzy feeling of accomplishment, the crafting quest completed. I’d hoped for some experience points as a reward, but instead I got a few bonus points applied to my alchemy skill level, and an achievement.

Alchemist Beastmaster: Craft a restorative item and use it on one of your pets. The Teamwork ability now applies to the effects of medicines, potions, and poisons for pets only.

That was a nice touch. If any disease came up in the future—especially ones that could be transmitted between me and my companions—this would save me a lot of resources. It might also be nice to investigate further for other restorative medicines. Especially if I could find more medicines like the Casteroid Salve to restore magic points and stamina points to my allies.

Although perhaps the intent was for me to make them, rather than just finding them.

I decided that it was a problem for another day. Foraging for alchemy materials and smooshing plants between rocks to make medicine goop wasn’t going to be an efficient use of my time. For now, I had a promise to keep to get Wowser his precious termites. Which, while it was important for me to keep that promise, also served my greater goal.

First, though, I needed a test run to get used to fighting with him by my side.

I tried to switch my active pet over to Wowser, but something stopped me. Before, it had just been an effort of will. This time, there was resistance.

I couldn’t find an immediate source, but I had a guess.

“Let’s go for a walk,” I said, casting a glare at the nearby pond. I could still sense the hiding beasts who had dove into it, waiting in the deepest parts of the water for me to leave. “We need a plan before we take our next step.”

Getting back into the forest proper with my companions had a calming effect on me. I hadn’t realized it, but the knee-high foliage of the beaver-made clearing was putting me on edge. My Beast Hunter senses were more than up to the task of watching for danger there, but I couldn’t very well explain that to the anxiety that warned me of how close something could sneak up on me in those conditions.

As expected, getting away from the beavers finally let me change my active pet. That made sense—otherwise I could cycle through however many pets I had, with them all activating all of their buffs. I would have to have the right pet active before starting the fight.

That was potentially dangerous.

I was going to want Wowser to be active while traveling due to his ability to serve as a mount, but being without Noaich’s power left me vulnerable if we got jumped by foes that Wowser was not well-suited to fight.

But I needed to give it a try. I had to adapt to having him in my arsenal, and I couldn’t do that if I was too afraid to use him.

“I just want to take one more stop,” I said as I focused on moving my Beastmaster power over to Wowser. “We need to pick a fight with something just to get used to each other, otherwise we’re going to get bodied by the raptor swarm. Something we can handle quickly. It doesn’t have to be a good fight, just good practice.”

Let me think, Wowser said slowly, furrowing his leathery brow. I think I know of something but I don’t remember exactly what. I think I know which direction, though.

Giving Wowser a moment to rack his brain, I noticed how anxious Noaich looked. I suspected I knew why, but I saw the much-needed opportunity to approach his agitation and have a mature conversation about it.

“Take the lead,” I said to Wowser. “We’ll figure it out when we get closer.” I let him pull ahead as I dropped back to walk with Noaich instead.

The glyptodon trundled his way north of the beaver pond. Meanwhile, Noaich pretended to be nonchalant.

Need something? he asked.

“You seem anxious,” I said bluntly. “What’s wrong?”

Noaich didn’t respond. I couldn’t tell if he was feeling awkward, or if he was trying to let the awkward silence stretch to make me feel bad. Either way, I wasn’t going to let it work.

“You know you can talk to me, right?” I said patiently. “If there’s a problem, we can figure it out.”

What if I am the problem? Noaich asked bitterly. What then?

“If you’re the problem, I’ll let you know,” I said with a smile. “It’s not you. But you have to talk to me about what’s going on so that we can figure out what the real problem is and resolve it.”

Noaich went silent again for a while. Thanks to Wild Empathy I could sense that he was thinking over what to say, so I let him think.

Worried, Noaich said at last. Then corrected himself: Scared.

“Of what?” I asked.

Being a tool, he said. Being replaced.

I nodded. Now it was making more specific sense. I’d hit on the right fear, but not the direction he was getting it from.

“Why do you feel like you’re being replaced?” I asked. I felt like I knew the answer, but I wanted him to say it. Once he did, it would be easier to point out the flaws in his argument.

Does things I can’t, Noaich said, gesturing ahead at Wowser with his snout. Can ride. Fight groups. Even talks better. More like you.

“So?” I asked. I wanted to point out the different skillsets they each had meant they were both useful. But that wasn’t what Noaich feared. He didn’t want me to tell him that he was a better tool than Wowser.

He wanted me to tell him he wasn’t a tool at all.

What do you still need me for? Noaich asked. Have another pet. Better pet.

“I don’t follow your logic there,” I said firmly. “You’re my friend. I made a promise to you. And I’m pretty sure I’ve shown you before that I keep my promises. And I don’t make new promises if they’re going to stop me from keeping old ones, or we’d still be back in Rachel’s camp.” I gestured up toward Wowser. “My promise to him doesn’t change my promise to you. And my friendship with him doesn’t change my friendship with you.”

Noaich went silent for a long while, thinking about that. I let him mull it over. I remembered reading somewhere that if you breed dogs for intelligence for a long enough time, they’d eventually start to develop anxiety disorders. Noaich was way smarter than me now, and I was pretty sure I was smarter than most dogs. I hoped a little bit of positivity would help calm him down.

Still don’t like giving up power, Noaich said.

“And I won’t ask you to often,” I said, offering a reassuring smile. “I’d much rather have you fighting at my side, because you’re stronger. Besides, even without me, you’re still a massive apex predator. I’m sure you could rip apart a mandrill like tissue paper even now.” I waved up at Wowser again. “It’s why I like having him as a mount instead of something like what the mandrills were using. A terrorbird or a dimetrodon might be a faster mount, but Wowser has that rocky shell. Whenever we need him to hunker down and let us fight, he’s not going to be in danger.”

Noaich seemed pleased at how the conversation had gone, and so was I. I expected he would take some time to fully trust the new way things worked—and he likely would have the same chafing the next time I added a pet to the arsenal, too—but he trusted me. I just had to not betray that trust and we’d be fine.

I remember! Wowser said. I picked up the pace to walk up alongside him. I remember what I saw up this way.

“What?”

Dinosaur riders, the glyptodon said cheerfully. A bunch of them. Up this way.

“Mandrills, then?” I guessed.

No, dinosaurs, Wowser corrected me. Like I just said.

“Wait, so not things riding on dinosaurs, but dinosaurs riding on things,” I said. “That sound—”

No, no, no, Wowser said. Well, yes dinosaurs riding on things. But the things they’re riding on are other dinosaurs.

“Ah, of course,” I said, utterly failing to understand. I didn’t want to keep circling the conversation, however. We had things to do. “Dinosaurs riding dinosaurs. Got it. That sounds like the kind of thing I definitely want to charge directly into. Let’s get to it!”


Chapter 15
Armadillo Express


As we approached the territory of the dinosaur riders, I thought it was worth practicing using Wowser as a mount. There were some underlying mechanics at work here, but the system helped. I never learned anything about riding horses in the pre-apocalypse, let alone riding giant armadillos. But I got a few points of ride skill in my earlier misadventures, and the skill was a class skill, so it was quick to increase as I practiced.

Riding wasn’t entirely effortless on Wowser’s part, either. As the Mount passive suggested, it caused his stamina to drain over time. In theory, this would cause him to only be rideable for a brief time, but the stamina drain was significantly lower than I was expecting. Notably, I was already a pretty light load for him to carry, since I only wore leather armor. The Mount passive reduced the stamina drain even further.

But what really broke the system was my own ability: On The Prowl gave Wowser the ability to have passive stamina regeneration without needing to stop and rest.

With all the combined stamina discounts, this meant that he would never need to actually stop. Until Wowser eventually needed to eat, drink, and sleep, we could march onward at a moderate jog forever.

“It’s times like this I wish I had a strategy guide,” I said to myself as I sat astride Wowser’s shell.

What’s that? Wowser asked. From his tone, I couldn’t tell if he was genuinely curious, or just making conversation.

“A kind of guidebook,” I said, before wincing as I realized that probably wasn’t any more enlightening. “A description of the system’s rules, abilities, and achievements, along with guidance for how to best engage with them.”

Why? Noaich asked, trotting alongside us. Unburdened by any rider, he was easily able to keep up even without me sharing my abilities with him.

“I wish I knew more about how mounts worked,” I said. “Purely for travel, it feels like Beastmaster has got to be the best class possible for it. Infinite stamina seems broken. But there’s gotta be classes better suited to it. Like knights. Cavaliers, maybe? I want to say Huns but I think that’s more of a nationality than a class. But you know, the kinds of guys who would be fighting from horseback.”

Maybe different systems? Noaich guessed. Riding combat might be different than just riding.

It would be much harder to carry you if you were heavier, Wowser added. And trying to carry you around in a fight would be difficult. I would be unable to stand and fight properly without you falling off.

“Maybe you’re right,” I said. I had to admit, I had to keep one hand on Wowser’s shell to keep from sliding off as I rode, which would make fighting from up here much harder. “Maybe that’s worth exploring. I should try to fight the dinosaur riding dinosaurs while mounted.”

Are you sure that’s smart? Wowser asked anxiously. That would probably be very hard.

“That’s the point,” I said. “It’ll be a challenge on purpose. If there are associated skills for it, they’ll level up, and if there are any achievement rewards for facing the challenge, we’ll get those, too.” I tried to make a fist and slam it down into my other hand, but lifting my hand from where I was holding onto Wowser’s shell almost made me slide off, so I quickly grabbed at the rough surface to catch myself. “A challenge now will make us stronger, is what I’m saying.”

Stronger is good, Noaich said, though he made a little grunty sound of disapproval. Just wish I was getting stronger, too.

“This will benefit you in the long term,” I said quickly. “If you’re going to get as big as your mama, you’ll definitely be rideable at some point. Maybe not with the same resilience as Wowser’s passive abilities that let him go forever, but mounted combat will be back on the table, and I’d rather be ready for it.”

Noaich seemed a little bit more accepting of that, and didn’t protest any further.

“So Wowser, what are we looking at and what is our plan?” I asked.

The dinosaur riders have a territory that they’re very protective of, Wowser said. All the best berries and tubers are there, so they work together with their mounts to chase off any invader.

“That’s good news,” I said. “If things start to go south, we can just let them run us off and they probably won’t chase us, right?”

They’re herbivores, Wowser explained. So they don’t have anything to gain by killing us once we’re far enough away from their gardens. His tone lowered to a grumble. Even if all I wanted was the slugs they weren’t eating anyway.

“It also means we have something to gain,” I continued. “If we win, we have full bellies before we charge in on the raptor convention.”

They are fast, though, Wowser warned. And numerous. The riders are small, but with nasty claws, and their mounts are big and strong. This won’t be easy.

“Like I said, challenge is what we want,” I said with a grin.

On the edge of my vision I saw the forest ahead start to change. There was another thicket here, but this one wasn’t wild and overgrown with brambles. The plant life was much more curated and controlled. It wasn’t neat rows of farmland, but there were very few grasses and weeds.

Being able to use my survival skill through Beast Hunter meant that I could see the berry bushes with branches bowing under the weight of their bounty. I could tell which shoots coming up from the ground were from potato plants, and which were from wild carrots. I could even see a mound of dried foliage on the east side of the thicket where the weeds that had been removed were discarded to die and rot—possibly even as an intentional act of composting.

“We’re close,” I warned, turning to Noaich. “Stay here for now, buddy. I don’t want you in danger while I can’t protect you.” I hesitated when I could sense his anxiety spike from his body language. “And if they give chase farther than I expect, we’re going to need a position of strength to retreat to. You’re our secret weapon, okay?”

That immediately changed his attitude. Wild Empathy translated the puffing up of his feathered crest as a firm nod in the affirmative and stopped trotting alongside of us, instead moving toward a nearby tree. Without my ability to Hide In Plain Sight stealth wasn’t going to be as easy for him as usual, but he would manage, either by hunkering down in the shadow of the tree, or by scrambling up the side to escape notice by avoiding sightlines entirely.

Wowser and I pressed on. I fought down the urge to activate Hide In Plain Sight to sneak up on the thicket. We didn’t want to escape notice. We were here for a fight. I was surprised that I didn’t see any guards at first, but as we advanced, the full thicket came into view, and I finally saw the patrol.

There were only three guards on patrol, sticking together and riding a wide circle to indicate their aim was to keep clear an area much larger beyond the borders of the thicket. Probably to try to prevent rival herbivores from getting close enough to even see the thicket with their detection radius. My much-expanded radius from Beast Hunter defeated that strategy handily.

The riders were pretty small. Bipedal dinosaurs, about the same length as the beavers—a little more than four feet from nose to tail—but much thinner, and coated in a dense coat of feathers. Their legs were much longer than I’d expect from a creature their shape, which let them stand astride their mounts with ease.

They had hands on their forelimbs that were disproportionately large compared to my expectations—a little larger than my own hands. And while their feet sported huge curved claws, their hands were not so burdened, leaving them more dexterous and well-suited to tending their garden. The three riders were constantly vigilant, peering about intently.

Their mounts were much larger beasts. About twenty-five feet from nose to tail, and covered in a thick hide covered in a fine and downy coat of fur-like feathers. They walked on all fours now, but the size of their tail could let it act as sufficient counterweight to let it rear up on its hind legs if needed.

The big mounts sported a single backswept growth on their skull resembling a horn. It took a second to remember what they were called, because it was such a mouthful. Parasaurolophus. They were known for the trumpeting sound the acoustics of their horn granted them.

This was going to be a more complicated fight than I expected.

The riders were using the claws on their feet to grip onto their mounts thick hides without piercing them, indicating that the parasaurolophus would be challenging to damage. On top of that, the mounts’ trumpeting horn would let them call for reinforcements as soon as they saw me. And the riders’ long legs and fearsome claws would give them a longer reach than me with my axes.

“This is gonna suck,” I muttered to myself.

What do we do? Wowser asked.

“What else?” I asked. I wanted to do the cowboy thing and guide him with my body like an actual rider, but all I could really do was reach through my connection to him as my pet and direct him onward toward the riders. “Charge right in and hope for the best.”

I could tell when I got into range of the riders’ detection radius. Unlike the raptors and the beavers, though, the riders squawked and yelped at each other to coordinate. Though there wasn’t much coordination to be done. They changed course together and charged straight toward me at speed.

The mounted battle would be on in just a few seconds. I drew my axe and got ready for a fight.


Chapter 16
Dinosaur Duel


When the riders came through the trees and finally saw me, they let out warning squawks of challenge. Wild Empathy didn’t translate them into words, but more into a just general sense. They were yelling to try to scare me away, like you would to a bear or a raccoon rummaging through your trash.

I wasn’t going to be so easily spooked.

Through my connection to Wowser, I directed him to charge.

The riders quickly moved to surround and outflank me. I directed Wowser to use Momentum to start the process of increasing our speed. The attack speed was going to be the more important component of the buff in most situations, but the increased movement speed let me direct Wowser to strafe quickly right toward the rider on that side, stopping it from getting around behind us. Right before we made contact, I activated Enrage for the damage boost, knowing that I was going to be without Noaich’s Howl for this fight.

Clawed feet lashed out at me immediately from the first rider.

I parried the swiping claws aside with my axe, and then struck back. Attacking from Wowser’s back was harder than I expected. His rocking stride didn’t help my aim, and my inability to use my legs and hips in concert with my attack really hurt my ability to put strength behind the strike. The blade of my axe scratched through the feathers, and left a thin red line on the rider’s shin, but no more than that.

With my enhanced attack speed—and the rider’s brief struggle to regain its footing after using a foot to attack—I took the initiative and lashed out again, this time leaning into the swing a lot harder with my body weight. My weapon smashed into the rider’s shoulder, and with it already unbalanced recovering from its attack, the blow almost knocked it off of the side of its mount and left a much deeper gouge in the dinosaur’s skin than my previous attack. The rider was almost flung from atop its mount, and the scrambling beast directed the parasaurolophus to sidle back away from us to give it the space to recover.

I tried to press the attack, but another foe approached from my left. The third tried to flank around behind me, but Wowser’s flailing tail landed a brutal attack against the mount, drawing a honk of pain that caused that rider to back off.

The second rider lashed out, and almost kicked me off of Wowser’s back. Its wicked claws left bleeding scratches along my side, but they were shallow wounds.

I tried to counterattack, but it was hard to figure out how. The only thing I could do was twist and try to attack with my right arm across my body, but the motion would have been clumsy and awkward. I felt forced to change weapon hands, passing the axe from right to left and changing which hand was gripping Wowser’s shell. But it took too long.

Before I could attack, the rider was kicking at me again.

This time, I was ready and able to parry, but the first rider was coming back at me from my right, and I had to shift in place to catch the kick with a part of my chest that was covered by armor. The impact still hurt, but it was a bruising blow instead of cutting me open again.

I was losing control of the fight, but this wasn’t without gains. My ride skill was increasing, and while I felt more stable, it wasn’t quite enough to make me a good fighter from this spot, but I did feel a little less like I was about to slide right off of Wowser’s shell.

The third rider—the one behind me—tried to approach again. I could sense that the rider was coiling to leap from its mount onto me to try to drag me down to the ground. Wowser foiled the attack again, his spiked club tail swiping through the air. The dinosaur’s mount was still injured from the earlier strike, and pulled up short to avoid being struck again, and it did so at exactly the wrong time. Its rider tried to leap and was suddenly robbed of momentum when its mount pulled up short. The feathered dinosaur flopped ungracefully to the ground instead of launching itself onto my back.

I slashed at the rider on my left with my axe, since it was in my left hand now. The blow was a bit more steady and powerful than before, and the dino seemed surprised by the deep slash I left across its thigh. The combined influence of my increased ride skill and the building speed from Wowser’s Momentum, were adding up.

When it went to kick at me again, the attack was a bit clumsy and panicked, and slapping it aside was much easier. The rider on the right kicked me again, and I was able to turn my body to make it a glancing blow, saving myself from the brunt of it.

Behind me, Wowser was slapping around the dismounted rider with his tail. I wished he could contribute to the fight better, but after fighting against him, I knew that he was fiercest when he could stand up. I could try to direct him to, but his wobbling gait would get even harder to keep astride like that. At the very least, he was helping keep me from getting outnumbered any worse than I already was.

I still felt like I wasn’t making any progress here. Being more aggressive was necessary. I directed Wowser to use Shell Charge and rush the attacker on my right while I parried another kick from the rider on my left. Wowser body-slammed the right rider’s mount at high speed, and the rider’s moment of panic gave me the window I needed to attack.

The ramping attack speed of Momentum combined with the stacking attack speed from my axe meant that my weapon blurred in my hand, chopping into the rider four times before it could react. I struggled to keep my seat while Wowser was at ramming speed, but that didn’t stop me from hacking away at the dinosaur’s neck and shoulders.

My first two strikes were solid, with the third glancing off of the thicker feathers on the side of its neck, but the last blow hit the throat squarely. The combined strikes weren’t enough to strike the creature dead, but I had activated Maul on the final blow, afflicting both the rider and mount with the bleed effect.

Unless I misjudged these creatures’ durability, the rider would bleed out in a few seconds.

I didn’t have time to capitalize, though, as the other two were jockeying for position to attack me again while the mortally wounded rider tried to escape. The one that had fallen had re-mounted, and was trying to catch up to the other, which was about to reach us. Wowser still had Shell Charge active for a few more seconds, so I directed him to slam into the other rider and mount as well.

The rider’s mount matched Wowser’s movement, looking to meet him with a shoulder charge of its own. While Wowser easily won the collision, sending the parasaurolophus staggering back, the crash had other effects. The dinosaur rider was well-practiced enough at remaining mounted that it only scrambled a little at the impact. Meanwhile, I was thrown to the forest floor. I counted it a small miracle that I managed to not land on my head and break my neck.

“This is fine,” I said immediately when I got to my feet. Having my own feet on the ground—and not rocking around with Wowser’s movements—was ten times more comfortable. Not to mention I had both hands free to draw a second axe. “All according to plan.”

Wowser was at my side, and took the opportunity to rear up on his hind legs, bringing his burrowing claws to bear. The nearest parasaurolophus had two giant gouges slashed into its flank before its rider could direct it to move away. I moved to stand behind him to cover his back as the other two riders closed in.

As soon as one of the riders came into reach, it tried to use the height offered by its mounted position to attack down at me. Unfortunately for it, I was on my feet, where I had the skills to fight effectively. I ducked under the kick and stepped up, my axes flying back and forth at a speed the bipedal dino couldn’t keep up with. Three deep slashes opened up along its leg, gushing blood down the side of its mount.

The parasaurolophus kicked at me as well, but with my speed so enhanced by Momentum its movements were sluggish even compared to their riders. It was easy to duck aside from the heavy trunk-like leg, and leave a few slashes across it in the same smooth motion.

Mounted combat had advantages.

Elevation provided tactical strength against on-foot foes, and the mobility would be great if I could use it effectively.

But it wasn’t yet enough to match the skills I’d developed. Not only was I a better fighter on foot, but behind me, Wowser’s attacks were adding to our combined power. With the bleed effect from Maul still active on the foes he was fighting, his attacks were empowered, showing how much more effective of a duo we could be when on foot rather than on armadillo back.

I lunged and leaped up, using one axe to hook a grip onto the thick parasaurolophus hide while I swept the other at the rider. This wasn’t at all an expected maneuver, and the rider let out a squawk of panic at the same time as its mount let out a honk of pain.

Both our weight together was still well within the parasaurolophus’s capacity to carry, but all of my weight was on its left flank, and so the whole beast tipped toward me. I managed to clamber up to avoid getting pinned under it as it fell, but I did it by hooking my axe around the rider’s neck and pushing it down, causing it to be pinned under the mount’s weight, its injured leg being badly crushed.

The rider gave up all pretense of defending itself, trying to use its large hands to free itself from its trap. I immediately smashed both axes down into the feathered dinosaur with all the speed I could muster. Momentum still ticking up alongside the attack speed buff from the axe itself meant that my weapons blurred, turning the dinosaur’s neck and upper chest into sashimi slices in seconds.

With the rider downed, the mount tried to kick and flail its way back to its feet. Thanks to the added movement speed from Momentum I was easily able to get clear of the lashing tail and kicking feet. I then rushed back in when I saw an opening to attack, driving my weapons mercilessly into the beast’s less-armored underbelly.

Despite the thick hide, the mount was more fragile than the rider. It took way fewer attacks to kill it. I guessed that was a quirk of the system. The riders were supposed to be more powerful, so even though they had much smaller bodies, they had more hit points. No doubt a part of their symbiotic relationship. By having their riders for protection, the mounts—who had much more meat on them with much less fight in them—could avoid getting picked off by predators.

Just the same, that was a third of the enemy forces down—growing to half as Wowser’s slashing claws finished off another mount. The rider’s claws were no match for his hardened shell, and so he was able to rip the mount apart while the rider was unable to deter him with its feeble attacks. It had to leap away and scramble clear of the parasaurolophus’s death thrashing to avoid being crushed.

“I think I understand how we best work together,” I said, moving to position myself where I could defend Wowser from the final mounted rider. “At least, until we get some more practice.”

Instead of attacking, though, the final rider pulled up short. It gripped at the mount’s back in a peculiar way, and the beast let loose a deafeningly loud honking sound. I feared it was another ability—like the ceratosaurus’s roar—but nothing happened.

“They’re smarter than I hoped,” I said to Wowser. “They’re calling for reinforcements.”

You learned what you wanted, right? Wowser asked. Maybe we should leave?

I figured we could win a fight easily if there were even a dozen more riders. Maybe even twenty. But Momentum was going to wear off soon, and while Enrage would keep going for a few seconds after, we were going to be very vulnerable for entire minutes.

“I don’t think we’ve bitten off more than we can chew,” I said, affecting nonchalance. “But I think you have a good idea there. I can tell when I’m not welcome.” I started to scoot to the right, strafing around the mounted rider who was still between us and where we’d parted ways with Noaich. “If we’re very lucky, they might even let us go.”


Chapter 17
Over My Dead Body


The riders—both the one still mounted and the one whose mount Wowser had killed—started squawking at each other. Thanks to Wild Empathy I got a rough translation of the exchange.

What do we do? the one still mounted asked.

What else? the other replied, keeping its eyes locked on Wowser’s bloodied claws. We fight and die. For the colony.

For the colony, the other agreed, albeit with a lot less conviction.

“I don’t suppose we could talk this over,” I suggested. “You made a pretty stalwart defense here, and I think I want to leave.”

The creatures didn’t seem surprised by my speaking. Not like the mandrills always were. I supposed that might have been a reflection of one of the weirder effects of my Savagery passive, which would help them see me as a peer rather than a mysterious hairy biped.

We cannot show mercy, the dismounted one squawked, waving its feathered arms in a threatening gesture. We must avenge the fallen.

“What if I tell you I’m really, really sorry?” I ventured.

Let it go, the mounted one argued. We fight for the colony, not for blood. The colony is safe if it leaves.

I quickly flashed the expanded form of Beast Hunter to get an idea of what kind of trouble I might be in if this dragged on much longer. From here, not only could I see the entirety of the cultivated thicket, but beyond that to the colony they spoke of.

It wasn’t exactly a town. They didn’t have buildings or anything. But there was a collection of nests gathered around the trees to the north of the thicket, in a spot where the foliage was thinnest so that they could all see and watch over each other. I could count about fifty small nests, and a handful of larger ones. With my sharpened senses, I could even detect which nests had eggs in them, with one of the bipedal riders snuggled up to them to keep them warm.

About fifteen had mounted up and were riding straight toward us. Fifteen more had mounted up as well and were forming a second wave, spread out around the first in a V formation, presumably to catch me if these two were slain and I tried to elude their primary force.

I’d thought twenty would be a rough push to win again. Thirty was going to be a problem. I had to get out of here.

"Negotiation is a possibility," I stated. “I’ve got some meat I could offer, since you seem pretty set for veggies.”

They’re herbivores, Wowser reminded me.

There will be no mercy, the dismounted one insisted. After what you’ve done, you escape over my dead body.

“You can’t just feed a guy a straight line like that,” I said with a smirk. “But your terms are acceptable.”

Wowser’s Momentum had reached its peak while we spoke, giving me just a couple of seconds where my movement and attack speed were maximized. I was on top of the dismounted rider in a fraction of a second. Using Skull Bash, I lunged headfirst and smashed my forehead into the end of its snout to stun it and gain the achievement boosts.

I was barely aware that I’d started attacking before it was over. My axes flew at inhuman speeds, and with the combined boosts from Skull Bash’s achievements and Enrage, the already-wounded rider was torn apart in a fraction of a second, before even the stun wore off. Its body hit the ground a half-second before its left arm landed six feet away.

I turned back to the mounted rider slowly, hoping that the effect was to make me all the more terrifying.

“Am I free to leave?” I asked, gesturing with my bloody axe for it to stand aside.

The creature directed its mount to sidestep out of my way. I was frankly impressed with its handling. The parasaurolophus was clearly on the edge of panic, with its eyes rolling around wildly, but the rider’s calm body language—even as obviously affected as it was—did wonders for its ability to keep it together.

Peace for you and your colony, the rider said, in a tone that indicated this was a deeply ingrained sentiment.

“For you and yours as well,” I said as I clambered back up onto Wowser’s shell, using my connection to him to direct him to get us out of here before the oncoming army of riders got on top of us.

Momentum was only active for a few more seconds, but it gave us plenty of distance from the site of the battle.

If I was lucky, we would be far enough away that I would never sense that army in my detection radius again.

To that end, I guided us southeast at first. If they gave chase, I didn’t want them making a beeline right toward us when it was just a few seconds of sprinting off-course to send them on a wild goose chase. It was hard to guess at the exact detection radius of the last rider, but I gave it a healthy distance before I diverted course back southwest to angle toward where we’d left Noaich.

I felt more than a little exhausted when we approached the spot in the trees where I knew my first companion was lurking. About fifteen feet up in a tree, I sensed him gripping onto the trunk. I was starting to realize the real benefit to having multiple pets. Not being worried about my companions' fatigue made me unaware that I had already been in five fights today. I’d been able to let Noaich rest while taking Wowser on this adventure, and—besides his abilities being on cooldown—he had only been in one fight yet.

But it meant, I was starting to feel a little worn down. When Noaich and I were out and about before, I’d usually rest for a lot longer before going and looking for the next fight. Or, at least, we would stop and the fight would come to us, instead of me driving us from one battle to the next.

I had to try to figure out a good place to draw the line.

I could keep fighting for a long time, and the ability to swap pets meant that I didn’t need to push them to their limits to keep going. But it did mean that pushing myself to mine became much more of a risk.

“All right,” I called up to Noaich as I slid down off of Wowser’s back. “Come on down. I think we learned what we needed.”

I wanted to change active pets back to Noaich to put his anxieties at ease for a few minutes before passing it back to Wowser while we took on the raptors. It was just a moment’s effort of—

It wouldn’t change over.

I had only had a second pet for a little while, but there was only one thing I knew of to cause that.

Watch out! Noaich warned from his perch on the tree trunk.

I wasn’t sure where they’d come from. The forest was empty and then suddenly it was full of the chittering chirrups of my attackers on all sides. The only explanation was that their stealth skill surpassed my detection skill by a very large margin, to remain consistently hidden for how long they’d been inside my detection radius.

Raptors.

At least two score, maybe three.

They were a little smaller than the average raptor, maybe fifteen inches from nose to tail, but their claws were still proportionate to their larger cousins. Their feathers were an iridescent black, reflecting greens and browns and blues off of what little light came down through the forest canopy.

I’d noticed that raptors of different appearances had different abilities. These must have been the stealthiest ones to let them catch me flat-footed like this.

I sensed Noaich readying to call down his Comet ability. Even though our connection was weakened by him being an inactive pet, I could still stop him without a word. It would have done good damage to the majority of the gathered raptors, but with him not being my active pet, I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t hit Wowser and I as well. Even if I thought the damage was going to hit the enemies way worse than it would us, the damage reduction debuff would obliterate our ability to fight back.

Not that we could effectively fight back at all. Momentum and Enrage were still on cooldown. We were going to be doing this with mostly just defensive abilities.

“Hold up,” I yelled, sliding down Wowser’s shell to get my feet on the ground. “Back off, okay? Everybody just chill for a second.”

The nearest raptors hopped back, hesitating to attack. Unlike the riders earlier, they were still surprised by my ability to communicate. It wasn’t much of an opening—given their sheer numbers—but it might give me a second.

“We’re all a bunch of bipedal omnivores here, right?” I asked, holding up my empty hands. “Can’t we all just get along?”

In response, the nearest raptors lunged at my throat, claws extended to rip me open.


Chapter 18
Defying Orders


I didn’t have much of a choice but to burn precious resources right from the outset. We’d need to be able to stand our ground for over a full minute before Momentum was available again to boost our speed, and a little over thirty seconds before Enrage was ready again.

Considering how few fights we’d been in to run the full duration of Enrage, it was possible that we were going to be dead meat before that option was even available.

I swept my fist out at the leaping raptors. Using Savage Claws in combination with Skull Bash meant that I could clobber all of them at once with a stun, sending them flailing to the forest floor. It also gave me a little bit of a buff for a couple of precious seconds, even if some of it was lost in the time it took me to draw my axes to be ready for a real fight.

The swarm converged on us viciously.

It was less like getting attacked by a dozen individual beasts and more than a cloud of claws spontaneously appeared in the air around me. I only had two hands, so my ability to parry was pushed to the limit and still came up insufficient. My defenses were strong enough to keep me on my feet, but in seconds I was drenched in blood.

It being my own was a pretty big change from the norm.

The blood felt hotter and wetter than when it was from my foes.

Fortunately for Wowser, his thick hide and shell was able to hold off all but the strongest attacks. Most of them left only superficial scrapes and scratches on him. Though a few attacks managed to get through even those defenses, leaving him with a handful of bleeding scratches.

At least I still had my defensive cooldowns. I immediately activated Bloodbath and started laying into them with both axes, desperate to rip my hit points back from the raptors who were taking them. Even if Momentum was on cooldown, the stacking attack speed bonus from my axe wasn’t. My attacks didn’t hit as hard as I’d have liked, with the only active damage increases being incidental buffs from other abilities, but I was healing a little bit of the damage I’d taken every strike.

The swarm surged in and I immediately activated Diamond Hide to try to weather this second wave of attacks. With the increased defense, the attacks started to do less damage, with several of them scratching over my skin without leaving a mark.

I tried to stay on the offense, hacking away at the swarm to try to steal back the hit points I was losing, but there were just so many. It meant that it was impossible to miss by just sweeping my weapons into the swarm, but I couldn’t focus on targeting any one of them either.

My attacks were insufficient to kill one of the raptors in a single blow. Without Enrage or Howl I was just leaving one big wound whenever I struck. And the raptors had the numbers required to let the wounded retreat with plenty of uninjured allies to fill the breach.

My hit points were draining away.

The Last Stand passive was already active now as I was below 20%. My low conversion rate of Bloodbath and my inability to strike more than one foe at a time was putting me in a tough situation. I had to use Second Wind to try to keep ahead of the incoming damage, and even that big heal and the accompanying regeneration effect wasn’t enough to let me feel safe.

I added an activation of Maul to the next swipe of my axe, hitting a bunch of them with the bleed debuff. With Bloodbath active, it was a tremendous swing of hit points returned to me as the bleed ticked on almost a dozen raptors at once. I burned stamina on a kick to sweep Savage Claws through the crowd to try to push the duration of the bleed a little bit longer, but the raptors afflicted by the bleed were already retreating.

Behind me, Wowser was doing a little bit better. His thicker defenses meant that Diamond Hide went a lot farther to protect him from damage, and his constant [Cleave] passive meant that Bloodbath was healing him for more as his burrowing claws lashed out again and again. But his larger size was a disadvantage against these foes. There was just more surface area for raptors to claw and bite at him. He wasn’t losing health as fast as me, but he was slowly losing ground.

I could sense Noaich’s eagerness to join the fight. He could still Howl to buff himself and dish out devastating damage if he dropped down. But if he did, I couldn’t do anything to protect him. He couldn’t benefit from Bloodbath or Diamond Hide for defense, and none of my other abilities could help him. He would just be coming down here to die with us rather than protect us.

Through our connection, I ordered him to hold position.

If I couldn’t protect him, I’d lose him.

Even with my stamina mostly drained by the use of Savage Claws, I still had plenty of fight in me. I put my back to Wowser’s shell to try to cover him a little as I lashed out with both hands as hard and as fast as I could. I had to use On The Prowl to swap the restoration effect onto hit points, but that was mostly for show.

One more hit point per second wasn’t going to do much here.

But every little bit was important.

I just didn’t have any more resources to spend.

The whole plan was on the table here.

I just had to meter out my remaining charges of Second Wind in order to keep in the narrow range of my Last Stand passive. Once Bloodbath ended, then I had my Defensive Stance ready to switch gear to focus on parrying to try to stay alive. And then I had to hope that when Enrage came back off cooldown that I could turn the tables.

And all the while, the raptors attacked in terrifying unison. Wild Empathy gave me nothing. No way of predicting their movements or the cadence of their attacks. Even while they were killing me, I couldn’t resolve the challenge quest to figure out what their deal was.

“I don’t suppose we could just have a conversation?” I grunted as I lashed out with my axes again. Attacking with both of them together to strike the same foe still wasn’t enough to kill it entirely, only to make it that much more wounded as it darted out of reach to be replaced by the next of its number. “I’m sure we can work something out, right? I may be made of meat, but I can offer you some better stuff with a bit less fight in it if we can agree to live and let live?”

The raptors were unmoved by my offer.

They were starting to figure out that attacking in repeated crushing waves wasn’t working. Without any exchange of information between them that I could understand, they shifted in tactics. They attacked from the left and then the right, back and forth and back and forth, turning their offensive pressure from a periodic pulse into a non-stop stream. It didn’t affect my defenses at all—neither the healing of Second Wind or On The Prowl was disrupted by it, nor was the defensive effects of Bloodbath or Diamond Hide. But it showed that they were thinking and communicating as one unit.

Did this confirm that they were a collective hive mind, like the giant beavers had been? Or did the delay before the change in tactics indicate that something else was at work?

Wowser’s strength was failing fast. While the buffs from Bloodbath and Diamond Hide were shared, he didn’t also receive the buff from Last Stand reducing damage taken when at critical health.

“Hunker down,” I ordered, “we just need to weather this a little longer. Once we can go on the offense, we can win. But we need to stay alive!”

Wowser obeyed instantly, dropping to all fours and activating Anchor. The transformation was effectively instant as he went totally still, unable to move his limbs in exchange for boosted defensive stats. The attacks that were getting through his defenses were suddenly scraping fruitlessly against his rock-like shell. What was more, he couldn’t move his arms or legs, but his spiked-club tail was now free to whip around, battering around whatever raptors were attacking from that angle.

The Anchor effect applied to me as well, and for a moment, I thought about letting it take hold. My defenses weren’t a match for Wowser’s, but a flat 25% increase on top of Diamond Hide and Last Stand would still make me pretty resilient.

But ultimately I had to keep fighting, breaking the effect on myself when I kept moving my limbs.

I feared what would happen if I let the rest of the duration of Bloodbath run out without using it.

Instead I kept hacking away at the group to steal back what hit points I could get.

I tried to activate Second Wind again and was dismayed to find that I’d automatically burned the last of them already to try to keep my hit points close to 20% of my maximum to keep Last Stand active. As the final regeneration effect ticked down, and we reached the end of Bloodbath’s duration, my healing resources were finished.

I wasn’t going to make it.

And I couldn’t even squish just one of these little raptors on my way out without my usual buff suite to increase my damage. The window that my defensive tools had opened was just a little too narrow, and while by now more than half of the raptors were grievously injured, there were still plenty that were fresh and ready to fight.

Ready to finish the job.

There was no way for me to guess at what would happen after that. Wowser was probably doomed, too, since he was covered in raptors now, scratching and gnawing at his shell. Once his defensive buffs wore off, they would probably have the power to break through his shell eventually and kill him, too. I felt bad about that, but I’d found him in this same situation. By buying him a few hours, I managed to alter which predator would end up killing him. I just wished I could have changed his fate, perhaps more even than I wished I could change my own.

Noaich could live, though.

I could direct him to flee up into the treetops, where he would be out of reach of this swarm. I didn’t know what would happen to him after. Perhaps he could make his way back to Rachel’s camp. Despite the language barrier, perhaps he could help them. Maybe—

No.

It surprised me. I didn’t know that Noaich could refuse my orders when I issued them through the system. I’d just assumed they were compulsory. Perhaps they were if he was my active pet, he had to obey, but being inactive gave him the ability to ignore me.

I looked up to see him raise his head and let loose a Howl.

To my surprise, the effect propagated to me… and to Wowser as well.

Suddenly my senses sharpened.

The next swing of my axe didn’t just injure the raptor I struck, but cut it cleanly in half.

And my connection to Noaich was suddenly as strong as ever.

Somehow he’d forced himself to become an active pet.

And he descended on the swarm of raptors with a roaring fury tinged with undisguised glee.


Chapter 19
Storm of Snapping Jaws


Noaich hit the swarm of raptors like a meteor.

I had a momentary flashback to watching his mother descend upon Jamestown the night we met.

My reptilian companion became a storm of snapping jaws, raking claws, and a massive flailing tail.

He landed among the outer ring of raptors, where the ones I’d injured had retreated to. Every strike Noaich landed finished off a wounded raptor, thinning their numbers rapidly. At the same time, in the heart of the swarm, my attacks, aided by Howl, were just as devastating as Noaich’s, cleaving through the attacking raptors.

I only wished that I had Bloodbath still active. My hit points were still dangerously low. I was still perilously close to death.

Lucky for me, Noaich had my back.

A giant icy boulder crashed down beside me, raining glowing purple ice shards in every direction. Nearly a quarter of the swarm was slain outright by the attack, and the rest of the swarm was now afflicted with the attack debuff that would drastically reduce their damage output. For a brief moment, they backed off. I could tell that they were evaluating the change in the situation, even if Wild Empathy couldn’t find anything directly to translate.

That opening was exactly what I needed, though.

The Castoreum Salve was as sticky as it was stinky. But I didn’t have any other options at this point. I smeared the orange-brown substance over my bloody wounds as fast as I could. It took longer than I would have liked, but it was still just fast enough to take advantage of the opening.

At first it just felt like I was smearing gross goop into my open wounds. After a second, though, the cuts and scratches started to feel a sharp drop in temperature. The cooling sensation soothed the pain that I’d been blocking out. The item description warned against stopping, so I just kept smearing the handful of gunk on the wounds all over my body. I only had a few seconds of hesitation from the raptors, but it was all I needed.

As soon as I finished applying the last of it, the medicinal effects hit, applying a tremendous regeneration effect, closing my many wounds and refilling my stamina. On top of that, the effect extended to both Noaich and Wowser, closing their wounds as well. Noaich didn’t quite need it yet, with just a few cuts, but the restoration did wonders for Wowser, who was in almost worse shape than me.

I had just the briefest of moments after finishing the salve to check my character sheet. As expected, there was a new achievement waiting for me. I was grateful for the explanation, because the included information was going to be important to navigating the next few moments of the fight.

A Friend Indeed: Have a stabled pet force itself to become active. A pet with a strong will and a high Attitude may force itself to become active for 15 seconds. The cooldown of this effect is reliant on the pet’s WIS, CON, and Attitude.

It was a very interesting twist on my expectations. It raised a lot of questions to me about how the system worked, since the reward and the trigger for the achievement seemed backwards. But the more practical side of myself wondered if this was another achievement that would stack and continue to grow. If Noaich could extend his forced-active time to be long enough for a whole fight, I would no longer have to fear an ambush if I was using Wowser as my mount and an ambush demanded Noaich’s fighting prowess.

And if it could become permanent?

I didn’t have time to ponder future achievement grinds, though. The raptors noticed that their hesitation had let me heal, and were rushing in now to stop me from getting up to any further shenanigans.

Unfortunately for them, I was ready to fight now.

Enrage’s cooldown was just ending, so I activated it as soon as I could. With the salve restoring my stamina, I swept out with a Savage Claws-enhanced roundhouse kick, and the combined damage buffs—along with the chip damage from Comet—made the golden crescent of the ability proc deadly for the raptors caught in the path of the blow.

“We don’t have much time,” I said, worried about what would happen to Noaich when his active time ran out in a few seconds. “If we want to survive, we have to hit now and hit hard!”

Through my connection to Wowser, I directed him to stand and fight again. With the powerful healing effect active, he was healthy enough to break his Anchor ability without fear of immediately dying, and I added the additional healing of Treat to the mix. What I found most interesting was that Treat affected both Wowser and Noaich, healing them both. I’d have to remember that interaction for the future.

With a much more comfortable number of hit points, the giant armadillo-monster rose up and started slashing wildly at the swarm with his burrowing claws. In less than a second, the raptors were forced to back off from him as his Cleave passive let him demolish their numbers.

And nearby, Noaich was still lashing out with wild abandon. He didn’t have the same ability to wipe out swaths of foes at once, but between all the active buffs, his extra legs, and the whipping of his thick scaly tail, he was not as effective as Wowser in fighting such numerous foes, but he was able to handle himself quite well.

Our defenses weren’t impregnable. Here and there, a claw managed to scratch across my flesh, and I could see a couple of raptors managed to get onto Noaich’s back to dig claws in between his armored scales deep enough to draw blood. But with the powerful healing from the Castoreum Salve, we were more than capable of tanking through the damage.

Just the same, the raptors had still gotten the taste of blood. Mostly mine. Their frenzy seemed to keep them fighting, undeterred by how many of their number we bisected. Despite the sudden surge of power, I worried that we weren’t going to be able to push through. The raptors were simply so numerous, it was possible that if they didn’t break and flee, we would run out of hit points faster than they would run out of claws.

Wowser was a force to be reckoned with, though. The combined healing gave him the confidence to fight with abandon equal to Noaich’s, and the buffs made his constantly cleaving claws an absolute terror to the swarm of raptors.

I was pretty pleased with my ability to pick allies for this specific purpose.

Despite their apparent bloodlust, the raptors were forced to simply stop attacking him, because they just couldn’t penetrate the endless web of burrowing claws he was weaving between them and his softer underbelly.

Of course, leaving Wowser alone meant there were just more raptors attacking Noaich and I.

Naturally, my reaction to this was to start to hack my way through the enemies toward Noaich. If I could get to his side, I could watch his back—and chop the raptors off of it—and he could watch mine. With all of our buffs active, the raptors that tried to block my way and control my movements were nowhere near up to the task. My two axes sliced through their numbers with ease, letting me cut a path toward my reptilian companion.

Not in trouble for disobeying, Noaich observed when I reached his side. Am I?

“We’ll talk about it later,” I said firmly. I swept an axe right over his back, cutting a raptor trying to claw its way through his hide, and sending two more hopping back to the forest floor. “I’m not mad, I’m just disappointed.”

Of course, Noaich said, kicking his rear legs up and angling the next whipping thrash of his tail to clobber a raptor that tried to lunge at the side of my head. Believe you.

“All right, I’m actually disappointed we didn’t learn we could do this earlier,” I clarified. “Still, talk later. Fighting for our lives now.”

From the direction I’d come from, Wowser activated Shell Charge and lunged through the fight over to join us. Without the stacking move speed bonus from Momentum it didn’t do much damage to the raptors in his path, but it still battered them, sending many of them flying ahead of him.

What’s the plan? he asked, planting himself beside us and causing the raptor’s charge to break around him, giving us a safe direction we could put our backs to.

“Last chance!” I yelled at the swarm, putting my back to Wowser’s shell and hacking at the frenzied raptors as they flung themselves at me. “Stand down and we can talk this over, or else we’re just going to keep killing you until there’s nothing left!”

The raptors hesitated for a moment—the first sign that they might actually understand and be able to listen to my words—and then clustered together and coiled to pounce. For a brief moment, I thought we were going to have to make one desperate final stand to see which way the system’s numbers would fall, but then…

There was a rustling sound of ruffled feathers as the swarm fanned out the feathers on their arms and tails. There was a moment where their shimmering iridescent black feathers reflected flashes of brown and red, and then they were gone.

They just disappeared.

Whatever stealth ability was unique to their particular breed of raptor—that had let them ambush me here in the first place—let the whole group suddenly melt away into the surroundings. I could sense the vague feeling of their presence for a few seconds, but they were using their stealth as a way to escape.

I was a bit confused and disappointed.

Part of me expected them to just keep coming. But as I looked around, it was easy to see why they changed their mind. The flashes of brown and red in their feathers were that way for a reason. The brown, obviously, was of the trees and forest floor around us. And the red?

The field of carnage around us stretched way farther than I thought possible. It took a moment to remember that Noaich’s Comet had done a lot of clean-up work by splashing the whole area with damage.

After a few moments, when it became apparent that the raptors weren’t going to immediately surge back up for another attack, I finally relaxed. And when I finally relaxed, I realized we’d done it.

We made it to Level 10.


Chapter 20
Worth The Trouble


As soon as I could, I changed my active pet back to Noaich. The fact that the system let me seemed like a sign that the raptors had left entirely, but if they returned, I wanted to have him ready to fight.

“We did good there,” I said to both of my companions. “It got a little dicey for a second, but I was never worried.”

Noaich seemed satisfied with that, but I could read some doubt in Wowser’s expression. He could either see through the lie, or he had been able to sense through our connection the moment when I anticipated death was coming.

Need to talk? Noaich asked. About what I did?

“Yes,” I said, kneeling down to get closer to eye level with both companions. This was potentially a very important discussion. “When you became active without my permission, you unlocked an achievement. You know what that means?”

Do it again? Noaich asked with the hopeful twinge of a toddler.

“Exactly,” I said, with a wide grin. “And the achievement is on me, not on you, so I want both of you to try it whenever you can. If I’m right, we can extend the duration if it keeps happening.”

I consulted the achievement again to make sure I had everything right.

“The cooldown is kind of a question, though. So I don’t know how often you can do it. It might be a few minutes. It might be hours. It might be days.” To confirm, I checked their individual sheets, noting that neither of them had gained any achievements or abilities related to the occurrence. “But the more we do it, not only can we maybe boost the power of the achievement, but we’ll better understand how it works.”

I could tell through my connection to him that Noaich was already trying, despite being my active pet now. Wowser was a bit wiser, though, and understood that what I’d said indicated that it wouldn’t be possible right away because of the cooldown.

I shifted my focus now, to find out what we’d gained by getting to Level 10. With the level-up quest it had given me earlier, I knew to expect another class selection menu, and so now I finally got to see what was available. The list was shorter than the last time—and I knew going into it what I was going to choose—but I still wanted to see the options.

Subclass: Marauder +

Marauder is a tank/DPS hybrid basic class adept at both surviving the thick of combat and dishing out damage. Versatile, yet focused, its class skills include nearly all weapons and armor, but only a smattering of non-combat skills.

[Abilities at Level 10]

Durable II (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 20%.

Fierce III (Passive): Deal 30% more damage with melee attacks.

Fury (Passive): When one of your attacks misses, or when you take damage, you gain a stack of Fury for 6 seconds, and refresh the duration on all current stacks of Fury. Each stack of Fury increases your attack speed by 3%. Fury may stack up to 5 times.

Unending (300 second cooldown): Increase the duration of all active buffs by 50% of their maximum duration. This ability cooldown is reduced by 50% when used while you are below 50% health.

Master of None (120 second cooldown): When activated, you may choose any cross-class skill in which your rating is 4 or higher. For the next 90 seconds, double skill rating in that skill, and treat it as a class skill.

Subclass: Beastmaster +

Beastmaster is a DPS/Support hybrid subclass that amplifies ally capabilities with a variety of buffs and debuffs. Instead of originating from the Beastmaster, most of these debuffs come from charming and training pets to use their abilities. It loses many of the more civilized class skills from Marauder in favor of those that enhance its wilderness survival and make it a more effective scout.

[Abilities at Level 10]

Fierce III (Passive): Deal 30% more damage with melee attacks.Conviviality (Passive): While within 15 feet, the Beastmaster’s and Pet’s attack speed is increased by 5%. While more than 15 feet apart, the Beastmaster’s and Pet’s movement speed is increased by 5%.

Spirit Surge (120 second cooldown): Increase all weapon, unarmed, and natural weapon skill ratings of the Beastmaster and pet by 35% for 35 seconds. This increase ignores your current skill cap. This buff cannot be shared using Teamwork.

Biter (30 second cooldown): The next unarmed attack does 15% bonus damage, restores health equal to 25% of the damage dealt, and counts as a weapon attack for the purposes of other abilities. Ability is available to both Beastmaster and Pet on individual cooldowns.

Class: Archer

Archer is a DPS basic class adept at dealing damage at range, and maintaining that range. Class skills include all manner of ranged weapons, as well as most movement skills, but includes no melee weapons and the lightest of armors.

[Abilities at level 10]

Training II (Passive): Deal 20% more damage with weapon attacks. This ability will stack additively with Fierce.

Fleet (Passive): Movement speed is increased by 10%. Any athletics or acrobatics skill checks and challenges more than 5 points below your skill level are automatic successes.

Careful Aim (60 second cooldown): All weapon attacks made in the next 20 seconds deal 30% bonus damage. Subsequent attacks against the same target increase the duration of this buff by 1 second.

Archer’s Fieldcraft (Passive): Increase skill gain rate for all crafts when crafting ranged weapons or ammunition. Failing a crafting skill check to create ammunition will be 90% less likely to lose materials.

Advanced classes unavailable: Achievements locked.

Two interesting things stuck out. Having selected my subclass, I could still access the Marauder basic class, and while the passives were going to keep stacking, the abilities were the same as they’d been at Level 5. This also confirmed that there was a ranged basic class that could also link into Beastmaster. I suspected that if I ever encountered another Beastmaster, it was likely to be an Archer, considering how attractive the other Marauder choices were.

But that raised the question of how likely an Archer was to survive the immediate post-apocalypse chaos without the defensive options from Marauder that I’d relied on to get me through that mess.

Advanced classes were also an interesting prospect.

A part of me, deep down, didn’t want to make a choice. It wanted me to try to farm achievements for a few hours—or days—to see if anything popped up. Something locked behind achievements would no doubt be powerful, and I was unlikely to have another chance to choose one again until Level 15.

What sorts of achievements would it be? Some specific achievement that explicitly unlocked an advanced class? Or a combination of regular achievements that would unlock a class related to that playstyle?

Ultimately, it didn’t matter. The dangers all around me meant that I couldn’t put off my advancement for something like that. I’d just gotten caught with my buffs down and nearly died because of it.

If I didn’t have access to the power of Level 10, I might get demolished even against fights I could see coming.

As nice as it was to still have options—it seemed like both Archer and Marauder + were reasonably powerful choices—Beastmaster + was the only real choice. Perhaps if I didn’t have such powerful pets, it would be worth investigating the alternatives. Especially if I could find someone who had 5 levels of either Marauder + or the basic Archer. Knowing what those five levels had to offer in total instead of just the first level might help me figure out if they were worth the time.

For now though, I was happy to upgrade my Beastmaster class. Not only would it offer me more power for my friends, but I suspected it would open up the ability to add more pets along the way.

Choosing the class not only gave me more power, but it also unlocked a new system that further vindicated my choice. I hadn’t given it much thought when it appeared on the quest, but now that I’d selected it, it proved that Beastmaster + was really the only choice.

Class Challenge Achievements Unlocked!

Challenge Quest Slot Unlocked!

I felt a surge of relief at the new challenge quest slot. Not only would it offer new opportunities for growth, but it also meant that having the incomplete raptor investigation would no longer lock me out of other challenges appearing. There was a brief flash as a bunch of the new class challenges entered my awareness, but a couple of them flicked away just as fast as they’d appeared. I’d already completed them. I had to concentrate for a moment to find what they were.

Team Cooperation! V
Use Teamwork to share buffs to non-pet allies 50 times. Shared buffs can be from either you or your pets.
Class Reward: Increase the radius of Teamwork by 15 feet, reduce the potency reduction to buffs shared with Teamwork by 10%.

Peer of Kings! II
Pacify a member of a Legendary beast family using Charming two times. Legendary families include (but are not limited to) the Tyrannus (including Cerebtyrannus, Spiked Tyrannus, and Young Tyrannus) the Baurusuchus (including the Royal Baurusuchus, Twinhorn Baurusuchus, and Adolescent Baurusuchus), the Lodon (including the Megalodon, Ultralodon, and Minilodon) and the Mosura (including the Death Mosura, Titanus Mosura, and Dark Mosura). Legendary beasts will be far more challenging to befriend and tame, but are more powerful than other beasts of equal level.
Class Reward: A successful survival skill check made against any creature will tell you its species name. Pacify effects gain a duration bonus proportional to the power of the target’s beast family.

King of Beasts!
Make a member of a Legendary beast family one of your pets. Legendary pets are far more powerful than other beasts of equal level, but can be willful and disobedient. Managing their Attitude carefully will be important to keeping them as your allies.
Class Reward: All pets get a 10% bonus to their maximum hit points.

Those last two made me give Noaich a sidelong look. It explained a lot about him—and his mother—that he was a legendary beast family. He was indeed very powerful for his level. Although I’d never had any trouble with his attitude. Not that I didn’t expect, at least.

That actually spoke a lot to Wowser’s behavior. As much as he was a bit standoffish, and hadn’t warmed up to me yet, he was still unflinchingly obedient. Perhaps that was what it had meant. Normal pets simply wouldn’t have the capacity to resist or question my orders, but because Noaich was my first, I’d gotten used to having a pet that I had to reason with and treat as an equal.

I wanted to go over the other class quests—the incomplete ones didn’t include their rewards, only the challenges and tips for pursuing them—but I didn’t have time for that now.

“We’re Level 10, we’ve got new abilities and higher stats,” I explained to both Noaich and Wowser. An effort of will swapped my active pet back to Wowser, now that Noaich had had a minute or two of the power to soothe his anxiety. “It’s time to take on the alpha raptor and finish this challenge quest.”


Chapter 21
Balancing Act


Noaich was clearly hesitant to rush in. I wasn’t sure if that was because I had made Wowser my active pet for the fight, or if he had actual misgivings. Considering what the class quest text told me, I felt a little bit worried about overriding his concerns. As a legendary beast, his attitude—and friendship—toward me was more delicate and valuable than I’d previously believed. I could spare a moment to put his fears to rest.

“What’s the problem?” I asked.

Almost died just now, Noaich pointed out. Want me to be excited to pick a fight with the same foe so soon?

He’s not wrong, Wowser agreed. That was terrifying. If it wasn’t for whatever he did with the system, we wouldn’t have survived.

I nodded. It seemed like Noaich’s concern was from prudence, not jealousy. Not only that, but Wowser was uncertain as well.

“Yes, but you understand why that happened, right?” I asked them both, looking between them. “They caught us with our pants down. If we were ready to fight, then they wouldn’t have stood a chance. Look at what happened when we had proper abilities ready?”

I gestured out at the field of carnage around us. That seemed to speak for itself. Sure, the raptors had gotten the drop on us, and our defenses were barely enough to keep us alive, but once our offensive power had popped back up, we’d demolished the swarm in seconds.

“I’m not saying we charge to battle right this second,” I clarified. “Obviously, we need to wait for our abilities to come back. Not to mention our hit points. But we can’t stall any longer than absolutely necessary.”

But why fight now? Noaich asked. Can keep getting stronger. Fight later.

“That’s a dangerous line to walk, though,” I warned. “Because how strong is strong enough?”

Noaich didn’t have an answer for that. As smart as he was, he had to admit that there were no limits to his desire when it came to power.

“We just hit Level 10,” I said, “and even just the numbers on that bump are a lot of power, not to mention the abilities.”

I considered the power offered by Spirit Surge as it compared to similar skill-boosting abilities I’d enjoyed from Rachel’s Barbarian class. Even just as another offensive cooldown, I felt so much more indomitable with it.

“We can win now. The longer we put it off, the more time we waste getting stronger way slower. Once we get that challenge quest experience points, we’re back on the fast track, right?”

Reframing things that way seemed to mollify Noaich pretty fast. I could tell he still had some concerns for the logistics of the fight, but they took a pretty fast backseat to his quest for more power.

I don’t know that the risks are so small, Wowser pressed, unwilling to give up the argument yet. This was a much smaller group than what I saw on the tree. Why do we have to rush in?

“Because I’m trying to keep my promise to you,” I said quickly. “The raptors have had hours now to pick away at the termites in that log. How long do you think before they’re done?”

Wild Empathy translated Wowser’s body language as a grimace.

I could tell he knew that I was doing to him exactly what I’d just done to Noaich.

Through the deals we’d made that had convinced them to join me, I knew what motivated them both.

It was easy to turn that knowledge against them in this situation.

“And if we don’t go to them now, that ambush won’t be the last we see of them,” I continued, pressing the issue into his moment of hesitation. “Those ambushers are probably on their way right to the big colony. As soon as they’re done eating all your termites, where do you think they’ll go for their next meal?”

Okay, Wowser said, yielding at last. You make a good point. I would fight them where I choose, rather than have them come for us when we’re weak again.

“Exactly,” I nodded. “We fight when we’re at full strength, and they won’t catch us with our pants down.”

With the two of them convinced, I started to guide us northwest, in the vague direction of where the raptors had been. At my direction, we all used On The Prowl to keep our hit point totals ticking up as we approached. I wanted to take a brief rest to make sure we were topped off before charging into battle, but I wanted to get away from the scattered raptor carcasses first. I didn’t want to get sidetracked with a scavenger attack if we rested there instead.

Periodically stopping to use the expanded form of Beast Hunter revealed our quarry soon.

Things had developed since the last time I saw them. Many of the massive colony had tired themselves out with their various activities and were lounging around the downed tree. The openings that they’d used to get at the termites had lengthened, covering almost half of the log now. My sharp senses could still detect more insects within, but there was definitely less.

It also looked like the ambushers who had attacked us weren’t the only hunting party out there. A number of small corpses were ripped apart by the northern end of the downed tree.

Even with my enhanced senses it was hard to tell what they’d been in the aftermath of the raptor feast, but I didn’t sense any bones. The scraps were mostly chitinous shells and ichor spatter. It seemed the iridescent-feathered ambushers were the only ones ambitious enough to go after something as big as me.

The raptor fight clubs were still going on toward the nearest end of the tree. It took a few moments to locate the biggest raptor of the colony since it appeared to be sparring with another group now.

This fight was proving to be a challenge to the alpha. I assumed that the fighters had been ramping up the fights for the big raptor to push its limits slowly. The fight was against five others, and they were coordinated in a way that I didn’t see in many of the other scuffles in the area. The way they moved together was organized, as if pre-planned, and the larger raptor was struggling to track all of their motions at once.

It reminded me of fighting the raptors myself. Such small foes would have presented much less of a challenge if I could just tell what they were doing. Whatever ability let them bypass Wild Empathy was being employed here against one of their own. Their fight was interesting to watch, as the alpha had to rely on raw brawn instead of tactics to win.

It nearly wasn’t enough.

Two of them got on its back while it was subduing one of the others, and the alpha was barely able to shake them. Another split-second of hesitation and one of them would have had its jaws around the back of its neck.

I continued to watch the fight, letting the system restore us as we took a brief rest. The alpha managed to secure victory, but I could tell that it was pushed to its limit to do so. It was difficult to say which side would have won in a real fight, since under the sparring rules, they weren’t using their claws to tear each other open. The alpha’s strength was restricted to being able to shake them off and lightly batter them, while the challenger pack was unable to leave bleeding wounds to win a battle of attrition.

Just the same, though, they did the same as the other finished fights, engaging in friendly post-spar grooming of feathers.

“We still have some time,” I said to my companions. “They must have sent out other hunting parties than just the ambushers, and they’ve been eating some giant bugs. So there’s plenty of termites left for Wowser, and the alpha is still on this end of the colony.”

What’s the plan of attack? Noaich asked.

“We need to approach carefully,” I said. I mapped out a route of approach through what I could sense through Beast Hunter that would keep us out of direct line of sight until we were in range. “Once we’re on top of them, I’ll take the lead. If I can get the leader to fight just me, I’ll take that fight any day of the week. It seems to rely on its superior size and strength to win fights, and I’m way bigger—and probably stronger—so I should have the advantage.” I reached over and patted Wowser’s shell. “Wowser will have my back if things go south from there.”

What about me? Noaich asked anxiously. You don’t want me to just wait here again, right?

“Before we get moving, I want you to climb this tree,” I said, patting the nearest tree trunk. I was improvising now—I hadn’t actually had a plan for Noaich—but at his insistence, I had to come up with something. “Brachiate through the treetops to keep pace with us. I want you up above us for the fight. If anything goes wrong and we need your help, having you on hand will get us out of even the stickiest situation.” I patted his scale-plated shoulder. “You’ve got enough power to level the playing field if the whole colony comes at us at once, buddy. As long as you’re watching over us, we have nothing to fear.”

That puffed him up with pride more than a little, his feather crest perking up at the praise. He didn’t even hesitate before starting up the side of the tree, relying on the skills and achievements we’d earned to get him safely into the lower reaches of the forest canopy.

What do you think our odds are? Wowser asked as Noaich left earshot. Not that earshot really mattered with Wild Empathy. Just between you and me.

“Oh, I’m not worried at all,” I lied with a smile as I activated Hide In Plain Sight for Wowser and I to begin our approach. “We got this in the bag.”


Chapter 22
Feathered Fight Club


I made our approach as patiently as I could. It was getting late in the afternoon now, almost evening, and I didn’t want to get there too late and have the colony be asleep and commit some kind of raptor faux pas by picking a fight after the designated sparring time was over. But at the same time, I couldn’t risk getting spotted and identified as a threat—or food—before I could try to take advantage of Wild Empathy to make a challenge against the leader.

I only stopped twice on the approach to use the expanded mode of Beast Hunter to keep aware of our surroundings. It let me see up into the forest canopy to make sure Noaich would be safe. There were a few treetop monsters in the area, but Noaich was able to deftly avoid them with his brachiation skill. He didn’t waste time avoiding smaller animals, though. He just paid them little mind and they went out of their way to give him a wide berth.

The outskirts of the raptor camp were in reach in under a minute. We had all of our abilities ready to roll, full bars of hit points and stamina points… and about half of a plan.

Half was maybe a bit of an exaggeration.

“Wait here,” I whispered to Wowser. “I’ll call you in when I need you.”

You mean ‘if’ you need me, right?

I stared at him for a long moment, not saying anything. As much as I hoped he was right—that there was a chance everything would go exactly how it would in my mind with no complications whatsoever—I was a pessimist at heart.

You mean ‘if’ you need me, right, Wowser said again.

His tone conveyed this time that it was no longer a question.

“I’m going to be honest with you, bud,” I whispered back to him. “I’m going to march in there and try to pick a fight with the biggest, most popular guy at the party. If things don’t go wrong, then I’m going to be mourning the loss of the old world because I can’t immediately go to Las Vegas and see how far that luck holds.”

It was a sentence that would probably take minutes for the Wild Empathy translation to explain to him.

If the system even bothered to try.

In the moment of confused hesitation from Wowser, I broke away and started toward the raptors, riding the power of Hide In Plain Sight as far as it would take me. I felt the detection checks roll off of my back like water for a lot longer than I expected. With all the sparring going on, there were just too many distractions for the swarm to be keeping a watchful eye on the treeline around them.

I was right up next to the colony, still invisible. It was time to hope for the best, and expect the worst.

“Nice fight club you got here,” I said conversationally, dropping stealth right among the raptors. “Can anyone join?”

The response was immediate, and roughly what I expected.

Instantly the group stopped what they were doing and whirled on me as one.

The air was filled with panicked hissing of surprise and fear. Their little scuffles and squabbles were forgotten as they all bared their fangs and claws at me in preparation to fight.

But before they pounced, an unseen signal stopped them.

The largest of them—the leader I sought—stepped forward, and the group parted around him.

This was probably the best case start I could have hoped for.

Outsider, the alpha hissed. What do you seek here?

I wasn’t sure what surprised me more: actually getting a Wild Empathy translation from the creature, or the strangely posh and aloof accent the ability put on the creature’s words. Fortunately, a lifetime in customer service had given me ample opportunity to practice my poker face when it came to the unexpected in this arena.

“I want to understand you,” I said frankly, putting on my most charming customer service smile. “But I’m willing to earn the opportunity. You like to fight, right? I’ll spar with you in exchange for just a couple of questions.”

The creature was silent for a moment. As the silence stretched out, the number of raptors around me increased. Raptors from elsewhere on the tree were coming here in response to my sudden appearance. Though they all seemed to know not to engage me immediately.

Unacceptable, the leader responded at last. You seek to join us with no fealty. Disrespectful. Why would we honor you when you do not honor us?

Wild Empathy stuck on the word “fealty” there.

It had deeper layers of meaning that didn’t translate to English.

Fealty—bonds of honorable loyalty—was just the closest it could get.

“How do I get fealty, then?” I asked. “You want me to fight? You want me not to fight? You want me to bring food? What?”

There was another long silence. I started to suspect that they were using whatever communication let them bypass Wild Empathy to confer.

Now you become selfish, the raptor hissed. You seek understanding, and when we do not accept your offering of ritual combat, you demand it for free instead?

“Okay,” I said carefully, “I apologize, I understand that I failed to communicate my intent there.”

I sensed the conversation slipping away.

Violence was going to start soon if I didn’t fix things.

“This isn’t part of what I want to understand. If you tell me what you need, I will go to the ends of the earth to accommodate you, but I can’t give you what you want if you don’t tell me what it is.”

Not important, the leader snapped. You arrive with no fealty. To let you leave betrays our own fealty. The leader hunkered down, coiling to pounce. You will be consumed for your transgressions.

At an unseen signal, the raptors swarmed.

The time for talking was over now.

Now was time to fight.

It was particularly frustrating, because I wasn’t opposed to proving myself in combat against them. But this wasn’t going to be the civilized one-on-one spar that I wanted. This was a big mob of hungry little monsters looking to tear me apart for dinner.

I was suddenly very happy that we’d gotten Level 10 before coming here.

I activated several abilities all at once for the first strike. Obviously, I opened with Enrage. I couldn’t imagine choosing to fight such overwhelming odds without it again. After that, Biter combined well with Savage Claws to increase the damage of the sweeping strike, but more than that, it made the roundhouse kick into a weapon attack, which meant I could apply Maul along with it.

The golden crescent from Savage Claws turned into a huge bloom of reddish energy from Maul, inflicting the potent bleed effect on a tremendous swath of raptors all at once.

“This doesn’t have to be this way!” I bellowed, drawing my axes, “because trust me, this isn’t going to end well for you!”

The raptors were back to radio silence on any frequency Wild Empathy could read, though. And while the bleeding raptors largely moved to retreat, there were just so many swarming toward me it didn’t seem like I’d accomplished much.

At my direction, Wowser activated Momentum and charged in to back me up. At the same time, I sensed Noaich carefully creeping down the nearest tree trunk to get into position. I hoped we wouldn’t need his backup, but if he could force himself to be active again, a well-timed Comet could go a long way.

I had to hold my ground alone and surrounded in the meantime, though.

This was going to get worse before it got better.

A lot worse.

The swarm came at me from every direction at once.

No defense I could muster would deflect so many attackers at the same time. I didn’t have a choice but to lash out as violently as possible in return. Teeth and claws sank into my armor at first, and then my flesh. I felt scales, flesh, and bone parting beneath my weapons and it ran up my arm.

The whole world was nothing but a dozen different colors of feathers as a hundred chicken-sized creatures attacked all at once.

My hit points were carved away by the dozen every second, but at the same time I cleaved my way through at least five or six raptors in the same amount of time. Momentum was building my attack speed now, along with the effect on my iron axe.

My arms were rapidly becoming a pair of circular saws that converted enraged raptors to chunks of meat and flying feathers.

But still they came. So great were there numbers that despite all the power I had, I found myself wondering if Noaich and Wowser were right about this being a foolish move to rush into. At the current exchange rate between hit points and raptors, the colony was ten times too large for me to come out on top.

And then Wowser was beside me.

His cleaving claws ripped through the raptors on my bloodied back, giving me just a sliver of breathing room against the swarm.

Which way did you say Las Vegas was? Wowser asked as he hunkered down beside me, using his claws—and the gradual increase in speed from Momentum—to rip through the raptors who rushed in, heedless of his attacks.

“Vegas was if things went right,” I said, correcting him.

My axes flew back and forth, obliterating another dozen raptors as my attack speed built as well. At the same time, I could feel my blood draining from my body by a thousand little cuts and bitemarks on every exposed inch of my skin.

“This is definitely not ‘things going right.’”

I don’t see how this couldn’t be right, he argued, still strangely calm as the raptors swarmed the back of his shell, trying fruitlessly to deal damage to the rocky surface. There’s no other way this could have gone.

“Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” I countered with a grunt as I cleaved through a few more raptors with my axes. “I feel like I learned a lot from that exchange.”

I winced as a raptor clamped its little teeth down on the back of my neck. My axe reached back with tremendous speed and decapitated the offending beast, even as the motion left my left side open to three more sets of raking claws.

I couldn’t keep getting distracted.

“Enough,” I said before Wowser could say anything else. My hit points were still bleeding away uncomfortably fast before the sheer numbers arrayed against us. “We can talk about this when we survive.”

You mean ‘if’ we survive, right? Wowser said, turning slightly away to put his back more to me, letting me clear a few of the raptors clinging to his shell.

“Absolutely not,” I said with a grin, finding myself adjusting my stance to try to maintain my footing as the pile of raptor chunks beneath us was growing. “These little jerks aren’t walking away from this one.”


Chapter 23
Claws and Jaws


Despite the number of foes we were dropping, the colony’s forces were unending. And against so many reaching teeth and claws, there was no way to mount any active defense.

We were going to be slowly bled to death long before the colony was out of fighters.

As the swarm rushed in to envelop us both again, I activated Diamond Hide. My hardened defenses caused the claws and teeth coming from all sides to scrape across my skin instead of digging in.

I attacked with intent now.

Whenever an attack penetrated my defense and drew blood, I targeted that specific raptor with my next swing, thinning the strongest of the swarm.

Wowser had no such need. His Cleave passive, combined with the power of my Enrage let him demolish everything he could reach. And as Momentum kept ticking up our attack speed, along with the extra attack speed from my new Conviviality passive while we were close together, his burrowing claws were a blur of fury. There were simply no openings for foes to attack his vulnerable underbelly. Even without accounting for Diamond Hide, my companion was unstoppable against swarms of smaller foes, just as I’d planned.

Hacking away with my axes wildly wasn’t putting much of a dent in the whole colony, but it was certainly thinning the number of raptors who were willing to lunge into my reach. Leaving the more cautious fighters alive meant that I was clawing my way rapidly toward some breathing room.

The movements of the swarm beyond my immediate reach were hard to follow through my Beast Hunter senses. The way the raptors moved around each other in large numbers looked more like flowing water than like individual creatures. I couldn’t split my focus enough to parse exactly what they were doing without leaving myself wide open to the ones physically attacking me now.

Ultimately, it didn’t matter.

I had to survive.

If that meant that I was just killing them all, I would have to do it.

My challenge quest to figure out what their deal was would either fail, or require me to take what I’d learned and find a new swarm to try to contact. But only if I lived through this onslaught.

The swarm thinned out around me, and I was finally able to start fighting instead of just flailing my weapons around. While the number of attacks I threw out dropped a little, each strike was so much more purposeful. Each one landed solidly on target now, and my super-boosted attack speed meant that when I started parrying the incoming lunges, I could still lash out with lightning speed.

They tried a dozen things in the space of a few seconds to defeat my defenses. But they couldn’t attack me from behind with Wowser there watching my back. They also couldn’t attack me from the front without sustaining heavy losses—and my attacks targeted to strike down the strongest meant that those attacks that slipped through my slashes and parries were unable to bite through my Diamond Hide defenses.

It felt good.

I had accurately guessed at how powerful I needed to be to face odds that seemed impossible, and I earned that power, secured the required advantages, and was now kicking ass and taking names. The fight was in my favor, thanks to my statistical advantage, the right pet, and my abilities.

A sense of power came over me. I was… powerful. Unstoppable even.

I smashed a raptor in the snout with one axe while cutting another one open across the back with the other. Three sets of teeth closed around each forearm, trying to slow my weapons down, but the combined speed offered by my buffs meant I was still moving at superhuman speed.

Four raptors launched themselves at my face one after another, and I cut them out of the air before they could strike with the six clinging raptors swinging and flailing to unbalance me.

As soon as the last was down I smashed my forearms together, breaking the grip of the clinging raptors, and cutting two of them down when they retreated.

On Wowser’s end, he had proven simply too indomitable. As with the ambush, the raptors had backed off attacking him from the front entirely. I could sense that he wanted to lunge into the fray, chasing down the retreating raptors, but he held position. I was grateful for that, as it meant I didn’t have to worry about the little beasts leaping at me from behind.

“All I wanted was a little conversation,” I said, as the flow of the fight started to turn.

The fearless raptors were mostly dead now. Only the more cautious ones remained. That likely meant that the foes arrayed against me still were the smarter ones.

“I’m not sure why it had to be this way.”

You wanted it this way, Wowser observed. You’re enjoying yourself, aren’t you?

“A bit,” I said, swiping my axe at a raptor that looked like it was coiling to pounce. I tried not to cackle as it flinched back in naked fear. “But just because I’m enjoying it doesn’t mean there wasn’t a better way.”

The raptors were backing off from me now just as they were from Wowser. I quickly realized that this was a problem. They were waiting for my buffs. Once Diamond Hide wore off, I would be vulnerable. And if they waited out Momentum and Enrage, even Wowser would be vulnerable.

“Done with the offense?” I asked the raptors. “Maybe it’s my turn?”

I feigned a lunge and several of them flinched. Most of the raptors held their ground, though. I wasn’t sure if that meant they weren’t afraid, or if they simply didn’t believe that I would attack while surrounded by the whole colony, even if scores of their dead were piled at my feet now.

Diamond Hide—with its short duration—was ending. If I kept on the defense, I was going to start taking serious damage again, and once they saw me bleeding, the raptors weren’t going to stay afraid.

“Yeah,” I said, “my turn on offense.”

Through our connection, I told Wowser to go on offense as I launched myself into the fray. I almost fell over at the sudden burst of speed from Momentum that let me cross the space between me and my next target in an instant. I cut through raptors left and right, not even stopping to plant my feet to do it. If I stopped moving, I was going to get mobbed from behind without Wowser there to watch out for me. I was forced to keep moving.

Not that Wowser squandered a single second on his end. Seeing something that big running that fast was terrifying. His waddling gait while upright suddenly became an open sprint, and his claws flailed through the air. Where I sliced through one or two raptors at a time—picking my targets to look for the most threatening foes to take out—Wowser was cleaving through them by the dozen. He activated Shell Charge and smashed his way through them even harder for a few seconds.

I hated to admit that I lost sight of my surroundings for a few seconds. Without Diamond Hide active, I couldn’t afford it. Everything was just raptors in every direction. All I could look for was a safe place to put my feet, and unsafe places to put my axes.

Despite the chaos and danger, I felt a thrill running through me.

I had just picked a fight with a literal army, and here I was in the thick of it, winning that fight. It was a little bit terrifying, knowing that one wrong move could kill me, but I simply didn’t make any wrong moves. With blood all over every inch of my skin—and a fair amount of it my own—I was having fun.

For a single selfish moment, I realized I wouldn’t have traded any pre-apocalypse experience I’d ever had for this feeling. If the aliens came back right now and offered me a button to go back to the times before, I wouldn’t push it.

It made me feel a little guilty.

But there wasn’t anything I could do right now.

I was too busy fighting.

Through my connection I could sense Wowser felt a similar joy, untainted by guilt. As he charged through the ranks at super-speed, raptors were sent flying through the air, many of them in two or more pieces, but some of them simply flung into the sky without him even noticing them to cut them down. Raptors scrambled over each other trying to get out of his way, either barely escaping or getting shredded by his tremendous burrowing claws.

Within a few seconds of us going on the offense, the raptors were starting to scatter. I noticed that some number had evacuated the area already—still visible within range of my Beast Hunter senses, fleeing—and now that their numbers were being thinned more aggressively, the giant mob was breaking up.

Even they could see that my victory was assured.

Enough, outsider!

Being addressed by the leader again came as a surprise. It seemed to surprise the other raptors as well, as I saw a dozen of them jump away from where they were, standing away from the leader, who was bearing his little needle-sharp teeth at me.

You show your honorlessness with this slaughter, the leader hissed at me. You wanted to fight me, then fight me. Let my people go!

Against my better judgment, I stopped attacking. I sent the order through my connection to Wowser to stop him as well. When the raptors didn’t immediately attack at the moment of obvious weakness, I knew I made the right choice. Though some of the raptors were taking the opportunity to flee, they weren’t my concern.

“All I wanted was some information,” I said firmly. “You’re the one who escalated this.”

And you have made me yield, the little beast hissed. I hope you are proud of the disservice you do in representing your kind!

“Then teach me,” I said, slowly putting my axes back on my hips. “Show me honor. Teach me what you mean by fealty. If you think you’re better than me, prove it.”

Let my people live, the raptor replied. Fight me on the field of honor. Prove why you think yourself my equal by surviving first, and then I may deign to discuss the ways you are not.


Chapter 24
King of Raptor Hill


I had holstered my axes on my hips because I expected the fight with the leader to be like the earlier sparring.

The raptors had fought with only gentle use of teeth and claws, to avoid drawing blood and causing real injuries. I wanted to work on my unarmed skill to let me do the same.

And for a moment—with the leader’s talk of honor—I felt like I’d made the right choice.

It was made apparent very quickly that this wasn’t that sort of fight.

The raptor alpha coiled and pounced in one smooth motion. The beast was in the air with claws reaching for me in the blink of an eye. If it weren’t for the tremendous attack speed boosts I had, I wouldn’t have been able to do anything about it.

Fortunately, the combined power of Conviviality and Momentum made my hands lightning fast, and my fist was moving almost before I fully registered what I needed to do.

I punched the raptor flying raptor in the face, my fist slipping past the reaching claws to smash into the beast’s narrow head with a vicious right cross.

The force of the blow sent the feathered creature flying, but it twisted in the air with tremendous grace, landing on its feet with a hiss.

I had also anticipated that this wasn’t going to be a difficult fight.

I had believed that a raw level advantage was going to make this trivial.

But this raptor weathered my counterattack with barely a split lip. It must have been at a higher level, too.

No wonder it had been king of the hill around here.

The same statistical advantage that let me smash through the ranks of raptors had let it win fights against its peers despite whatever advantages it was giving up for them.

It was pretty threatening in its own right. Compared to the others, which ranged from two to five feet long depending on a specific breed—with more than half of that length taken up by their skinny whip-like tail—this one was just shy of six feet long. Though half of that length was in its tail, it meant it towered over the others, and every other part of the beast was just as proportionally larger. Its sickle-shaped claws were nearly two inches long and cruelly curved.

The leader’s coat of feathers was thick and lustrous, no doubt because its size afforded it permission to eat the best parts of whatever the colony killed. The stripey brown-and-green feathers fluffed out to make the creature appear larger as it hissed at me, coiling to pounce again, but apparently hesitant to do so right away because of the speed of my counter.

“What happened to honor?” I asked, raising my fists defensively. My increased unarmed skill rating helped guide my stance a bit into something resembling how a trained fighter would stand, but I was still not far above a novice at my current skill level. “I thought you had enough slaughter for one day.”

The leader made no response. Instead it darted in to attack again, this time going low with its slashing claws. I tried to counter again with a kick, but my lower skill punished me. The raptor quickly ducked under the kick and slashed the back of my calf with two blindingly fast strikes.

Two more strikes hit the shin of my other leg before I could even bring my foot back down.

I lashed out with my hand in a backhand blow that at least managed to land a bruising strike to the beast’s shoulder, but it darted back out of reach before I could swing again.

The pain of the slashing wounds hit me after a second. I winced as I tried to maintain a solid stance with blood flowing freely from my legs. The attacks had included a [bleed] debuff that was draining my hit points away little by little. If it worked the same way as my Maul then I had to be more proactive about avoiding getting hit, or I was going to bleed out pretty fast.

I had to act fast to avoid another attack as the raptor didn’t wait before lunging in again. Launching itself into the air again, the raptor was trying to bowl me over now that my legs were injured. I set my stance firmly with my guard raised until the last moment, when my attack speed would give me the most value possible.

As soon as one of its sickle-claws hooked onto my leather vest, I sent my fists out in a pummeling flurry of attacks.

Jab, jab, cross, jab, cross.

The hooked claw holding my armor meant that it wasn’t sent flying, and instead had to brace and endure the strikes. My low skill rating remained an issue as two of the strikes were glancing blows at best, but the other more solid strikes added up to a decent chunk of damage.

The raptor realized I was too strong for it to knock over so early in the fight, and jumped off of my chest instead, hissing at me as it tried to make a new plan of attack.

With Momentum still active and just reaching the zenith of its potential, I didn’t just have a ton of attack speed. I also had tremendous move speed. I lunged in at the raptor, denying it breathing room to form a new plan.

Activating Biter, I smashed my fist straight down on the raptor’s back. The ability let me apply Maul to the attack along with the damage increase. And with more than a little bit of damage on me from the fight, the lifesteal was a factor as well. Despite striking with my fist, the red burst of energy from Maul left a big bleeding cut on the beast’s back as I leaped away from the raptor’s snapping jaws as it tried to defend itself.

The attack from Biter helped to close a couple of the slashes on my legs, and I was pleased to learn that the healing continued to apply for the Maul bleed applied by the same attack, continuing to close my wounds. It felt good to have my stance grow steadier as the damage to my legs was undone.

“See, I can play rough, too,” I taunted with a grin. “Is that what you wanted? It seems like that’s what you wanted.”

Instead of responding, the raptor lunged to try to keep injuring me—perhaps to maintain its own [bleed] debuff. But I was eager to keep mine active, too, since it was healing me.

Unlike its earlier attacks, the raptor tried to stand and fight this time, lashing out with its forelimbs and snapping at me with its needle-sharp teeth.

I tried to slip and absorb the attacks a little bit, but I was happy to trade a slash for a punch in this situation. The bleed effect on the raptor was healing me, making it much more valuable than avoiding its own bleed. Taking its foreclaws across my chest seemed a fair trade to hit it with my hardest left hook right in the eye. Snapping teeth were sent wide and I pummeled it again in the side of the neck before it could recover.

It tried to lash out with the sickle claw on its foot again, and I dropped to one knee to catch the swinging foot at the ankle with my forearm, stopping it from ripping my belly open. Instead, the raptor was left open, and I drove a straight punch right into its chest as hard as I could, sending it scrambling back.

The raptor was growing impatient now. Despite it thinking that it was better than me, I wasn’t just defeating its basic strategies, but standing up to a straight-up brawl. I was stronger, and as my Maul bleed effect combined with Biter kept my wounds closing—even with its own bleed effect active—the alpha raptor was starting to realize it.

After so long being at the top of raptor mountain, the beast had met its match.

It had thrown waves after waves of its swarm to take down threats without ever being in danger itself, and only picking fights it knew it could win—against allies who had agreed not to fight lethally—and so had grown complacent.

The alpha simply didn’t have a plan when it needed to punch above its weight class.

Never mind that I not only was the stronger fighter, but I had such plans. Wowser was near at hand to back me up—especially with the defense bonus from Anchor if I had to try to regroup—and Noaich was still clinging to the side of one of the giant trees around us, ready to jump in and wreak havoc if I was outmatched.

But I wasn’t.

The raptor leader tried to back off to formulate a new plan, but instead I lunged forward. I needed to subdue this foe before it decided to give up on the duel and attack alongside its horde of underlings.

With only a few seconds left on Momentum and Enrage, I couldn’t afford this fight going that direction.

I activated Spirit Surge.

The sudden boost to my unarmed skill rating told me how stupidly I was holding my body and balancing my weight. Without even trying, I shifted my footing as I charged, bringing my center of gravity lower before I struck.

My next punch was on-target and viciously effective, clobbering the beast right between the eyes with far more power than it anticipated. The alpha was thrown off by the unexpected power, letting me follow up with two more punches to its head before it could react.

Jaws snapped at my hands to open my guard up when the raptor realized how desperate the fight was now, and then it tried to lunge at my face. I brought my leg up and drove my knee into its throat before it could get far, and brought my right hand down in a powerful haymaker punch to the eye that threw the beast to the ground.

The extra skill from Spirit Surge was turning the fight from just my side of even to an outright stomp.

“Too slow,” I said. Even though the raptor made no response that Wild Empathy was translating, I could tell it was frustrated by the taunt.

The raptor tried to kick up to its feet to recover, but now my patience was running thin. I pounced, kicking the beast in the shoulder to keep it down before jumping on top of it to pin it to the forest floor. It tried to lash out at me with its foreclaws, but the limbs were more dexterous than strong, and I punched it in the face, knocking its head against the hard forest floor with the impact.

“You think you’re so much better than me,” I snapped, bringing my other fist down to keep ringing the raptor’s bells to stop it from fighting back. “But this is what you get!”

The raptor tried to kick me off of it to regain its feet. It was hissing and spitting at me in a way that was more evocative of a feral beast than the honor-bound noble it liked to pretend to be. I had total control of the situation, though, so long as I just kept punching it in the face. Raining blows down on the dinosaur kept it from getting its bearings.

Unfortunately, the continuous string of punches was killing it.

Between the damage of higher-skill unarmed strikes, and the continuous stream of blows keeping Maul active, it was only a matter of time. The raptor’s frothing spittle was turning red. Cuts were opening on its face as it just kept refusing to yield, forcing me to hit it again and again and again.

It was inevitable.

The raptor’s head bounced off the forest floor one last time before the body went limp and stopped fighting.

“That’s what happens,” I snarled, frustrated by this outcome, “when you pick the wrong guy to mess with.”


Chapter 25
To The Victor, Spoils


The leader’s death had an unexpected—but unsurprising—effect on the remaining raptors.

Immediately they went into an abject panic and scattered in all directions, hissing and squawking their mingled rage and terror.

“All right,” I said, tentatively. I sort of expected the raptors to swarm back in at me, but they kept running. “I think that went well.”

You didn’t accomplish your goal, Wowser pointed out. You were supposed to learn something, right?

“Eh, there’s plenty of raptors loose in the area, still,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll figure it out soon enough. Besides, I had a promise to keep, right?” I hooked a thumb toward the downed tree.

Wowser didn’t need any more prompting than that. He went right to the nearest unbroken section and cleaved the wood open with one claw. As soon as there were exposed termites, he started to feast.

I hoped that this would create a more permanent bond to have fulfilled my end of the contract with him. But there was no mechanical difference that I could sense between us. I supposed the promise I made wasn’t anything in the system, it was just the way I’d convinced him to join me.

I considered that a good sign. If fulfilling promises made to my pets was necessary to unlock their full potential, I would have been pretty pissed. My promise to Noaich had been for power, and his hunger for that was pretty insatiable. So long as that promise had no mechanical bearing, I didn’t have to spend the rest of my time regretting making an open-ended promise with my strongest companion.

Speaking of, Noaich swarmed down the nearby tree trunk to join us on the ground, now that the fight was over.

Lots to do now, Noaich observed.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I still have to accomplish my challenge quest, and I just scattered every raptor in the state to the four winds.”

Was talking about the danger, Noaich clarified. Raptors everywhere now.

It took me an embarrassingly long couple of seconds to figure out what he meant. Scattering the raptors like this—even after thinning their numbers so much—was going to flood the whole region with angry little killers. Any humans in the area who weren’t as high of a level as me were in tremendous danger now, and if they lacked my tremendous detection radius, they might not realize it until they were already overrun.

“Rachel’s camp should be fine,” I said, trying to picture in my mind where exactly I was. We’d covered a lot of ground today, but my intuit north skill was able to give me a better mental map than my memory could provide. “They should be strong enough to defend themselves if these guys even wander that far. Jamestown is even farther.”

Others might be in the area. Others you haven’t met yet.

I grimaced. He was right. I had to consider that I might have just unleashed a raptor apocalypse onto an unsuspecting camp of people already struggling to survive the apocalypse already in progress.

It only took a second to expand my detection radius with Beast Hunter to try to get a better sense of my larger surroundings. The raptors were still scattering in every direction, along with the larger mob that had fled north during the fight. Though I found it unusual now that even that more concentrated group was starting to break up and spread out.

I didn’t see any signs of humans, though. Or of human settlements or other activity.

“We might be off the hook. I don’t see anybody nearby.”

Sure enough? Noaich asked. Not going to wonder?

I tried to shoot him a dirty look for that, but, again, he was correct. It was no longer surprising to me how smart he was. I could tell myself now that I was sure I hadn’t just gotten someone killed. But I’d be thinking about it later. If I wasn’t certain, it was going to keep me up at night.

And Noaich knew it from our first few nights together, after what his mother had done to Jamestown.

“So how do we be sure?” I asked. Noaich was the smart one. He had to have an idea.

Ask someone from around here, Noaich said, gesturing toward Wowser with his snout.

I nodded. Wowser was from this area already, and if there were any humans nearby, he might know. I didn’t want to interrupt his feast, though, so I let him go while I went around and tried to loot what I could get from the mountain of corpses we’d created during the fight.

Raptors were a good source of a few different materials. Raptor meat was gamey and not all that filling, so I wasn’t upset to see it was a rare find. What was much more common were different types of feathers and claws, which made for crafting materials that imparted a variety of qualities. Some of it was even usable for alchemy.

One stood out as more relevant than the others, though.

Iridescent Raptor Feathers
Reagent, Armor Material
Reagent properties: Potions made with these shredded feathers inherit the Iridescent Raptors’ powers of stealth. Increases stealth skill and can impart stealth enhancement effects.
Armor Material Properties: Armor decorated with these feathers inherits the Iridescent Raptors’ dazzling display. Applies a penalty to enemy detection skill checks.

It was potentially useful to keep in mind. Especially if I could find someone to craft something with the remaining Ruby Recuviid Rostrum. Though after ripping through so many raptors, I had more than enough to warrant making some stealth potions, if I could find more base ingredients to make them with.

Looting the raptor leader was where the biggest score was to be had, though.

Raptor Warlord Scale Boots
Feet
DEF: 22
+4 AGI
+10 Medium Armor
Additional Effect: Gain a stack of Guard every 12 seconds, up to a maximum of 3. When taking damage with one or more [Guard] stacks active, consume 1 stack to reduce the damage taken by 25%.

Raptor Warlord Skull
Adornment
DEF: 15
+5 Athletics

Raptor Warlord Claw
Armor Material, Weapon Material
Armor Material Properties: Armor made with the claws of a Raptor Warlord inherits the beast’s tenacity. Increases armor skill, and can impart the [Guard] property.
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons made with a Raptor Warlord Claw inherit the beast’s bloodlust. Adds a rare additional effect to inflict [bleed] debuff on the target, and can increase damage done to foes with [bleed] debuff.

It was a tremendous haul, and I put the boots on immediately. I was going to miss the stealth skill of my current foot armor, but I couldn’t argue with the tremendous defensive value of this piece. And the warlord skull was a big numerical upgrade to both of my adornments. I elected to replace my bracer, keeping the eye pendant for its boost to my detection skill.

I wondered what would happen if I got another armor piece made with the [Guard] property using the claw, while still wearing the boots with the same property. Holding out for a weapon was probably smarter for the [bleed] effect, and the damage synergy with Maul, but gaining defensive abilities was valuable to me personally, since I was hurtling myself into danger so frequently.

With all my loot harvested, I noticed that Wowser’s feast had slowed down. He was still picking at the termite-infested tree, but with a lethargy that reminded me of the immediate aftermath of Thanksgiving dinner. He’d eaten his fill, but his enjoyment of the meal made him reluctant to stop eating.

“Wowser,” I said, “can you help me out for a second?”

What do you need? he asked lazily.

“You’ve been in the area longer than we have,” I explained. “Do you know if there are humans around here?”

Oh sure, a couple, he said, finally sidling away from the log to address me more directly. I had a few that tried to hunt me a couple of times in the last few weeks. But I would just hunker down and they’d go away. No idea where they came from. Haven’t seen them in a few weeks.

“I’m gonna have to hope that they’re not in the area anymore,” I grumbled. “Or that they’re in a defensible spot.”

There is another one, though, Wowser said. There’s some kind of above-ground burrow with one that comes out to hunt.

“Alone?” I asked. “Where?”

Wowser furrowed his leathery brow for a moment, consulting his memory. I felt a sudden surge of fear that this person—whoever and wherever they were—was already being swarmed by panicking raptors. That fear only intensified—with an added guilt trip—as my new Challenge Quest slot produced its first Challenge.

Indirect Responsibility
Your actions may have put an innocent soul in danger! Investigate the area and make sure that no one suffers the consequences of your actions.

Northwest, Wowser said at last, turning his head and looking in that direction. A little more north than west, actually.

“Then there’s no time to lose,” I said, taking off in that direction already. “Whoever lives there is in danger, and it’s my own fault. I have to fix this.”


Chapter 26
The Gauntlet


Rushing roughly in the direction Wowser indicated, it was apparent the indirect havoc I’d wrought on the area by winning my fight. With the spreading swarm of raptors, other wildlife in the area was being forced to flee or fight the tide of little monsters.

To our left, a group of smaller raptors were scrambling up the side of a tree, trying to pursue a megantereon. The saber-toothed cat was easily outpacing them on the climb, but even through my Beast Hunter senses, I could tell that it was confused and unnerved by the raptor’s behavior. To our right a daeodon was being mobbed by frenzied raptors, obliterating them three or four at a time with its powerful attacks. But the little feathered creatures were so numerous that they were still digging through its hide, opening wounds large enough to give even the mightiest beast a twinge of fear, even if it was going to be able to kill all the maddened attackers in just a few seconds.

It took a minute until I saw signs of a human, and I didn’t see it until we were basically right next to it.

Wowser had left out a few details in his description of the place. He’d called it an “above-ground burrow” which I’d taken to mean a hut or hovel.

Nope.

It was literally above the ground.

A surprisingly large and sturdy structure was built onto a tree trunk just below the forest canopy.

The building was somewhere between a fancy birdhouse and Swiss Family Robinson. It was a horseshoe shaped wooden construction clinging around the trunk of the tree. There was a boarded walkway leading out of the roof and into the forest canopy—and out of range of Beast Hunter—and a trapdoor visible on the bottom next to the tree trunk to allow entry and exit from below. The few windows were covered by thick shutters, the builder apparently favoring security over watchfulness.

For a moment, I thought that the occupant was perfectly safe. The raptors had already passed this place by without attacking.

But there were further indirect consequences.

Just like the megantereon, there was a creature that had likely fled up into the canopy to escape the tide of raptors. It was clinging to the side of the building with thick sharp claws, using its tusks to try to pry open one of the window shutters.

The beast itself was the size of a large dog, but thickly built and swollen with muscles. Its hide was like that of an elephant: wrinkled and leathery, with sparse downy-thin hairs here and there.

With my new class quest reward, a survival check identified it as a tiarajudens. It looked ill-suited to the treetops, but it obviously had climbed quite a distance to reach the hut.

There were a number of wounds open along its back and sides, but they weren’t from raptors. The injuries on its back looked like serious bruises rather than claw marks, and the wounds on its side looked more like the work of acid than anything I’d ever seen a raptor do.

Inside the building, I could sense a human. They were holding the shutters closed against the muscular creature’s pull, and I felt my own heart rate rising in response to their obvious panic as the wood started to splinter and break.

“Wowser, stay here,” I ordered as I ran for the base of the tree beneath the hut. “Noaich, with me.”

Neither of them needed to be told twice. Wowser took the opportunity to dig himself a little pit to Anchor down in, just in case a threat appeared while we were gone. Noaich was so eager to get to the action that he reached the tree before I did and started to scramble up it with the climb skill we’d spent so long building during our time living in the treetops.

Halfway up the trees, I sensed the person within the treehouse wedge something in the shuttered window and rush toward the trapdoor. Whatever they’d stuck there wasn’t faring very well, and the tiarajudens was going to bust its way into the building in just a couple of seconds.

I couldn’t figure out why they gave up. Did they sense me coming? We still seemed pretty far away for a normal detection radius to pick up on our presence.

It took them a while to open the trapdoor—manipulating some locking mechanism, perhaps—but when they threw it open, they didn’t immediately evacuate. They—she—called down out of the opening before running back to the window. I didn’t even catch a glimpse before she was gone from the trapdoor—though she did leave the door open for us.

“Watch out!” she shouted down at us. “Traps!”

I pulled up short, but Noaich couldn’t understand her and kept on scrambling up the tree trunk.

“Noaich,” I snapped, trying to stop him. “Traps!”

It was too late already, though.

The tripwires were thin as spiderwebs and basically invisible. Noaich had blundered through three of them before I was able to warn him.

I hadn’t even noticed the traps themselves. They were on the other nearby tree trunks, filling recesses that had been carved into the trees to hide them. The whole setup was incredibly elaborate, and I would have been a lot more impressed if they weren’t aimed at my companion right now.

I rushed up toward Noaich. To our left, one of the traps was a mechanical launcher that threw a fragile green bundle at him. It looked like a waxy leaf wrapped around itself to make something like a water balloon. I lunged my way right underneath Noaich and swiped my axe through the air, using Mistral Reach to send a wave of energy through the air to intercept the missile.

SPLAT.

The leaf came apart on impact with my attack, turning it into a cloud of yellow-green droplets while Noaich was still far enough away that it didn’t hit him.

I guessed that it was the acid that had injured the attacking beast.

There were still two more triggered tripwires, and I lunged into position over Noaich, clinging to the tree over his shoulder and interposing my body between his and whatever traps were still coming.

First was a big rock, about the size of my head, crashing into the small of my back. I was more resilient than Noaich, and was glad to absorb the attack for him. I sensed that I barely managed to succeed on the climb skill check to keep my place and not fall from the tree.

The other trap was a storm of about five carved wooden spike balls, connected by rope made of woven bark. The launch wasn’t forceful enough to make the spikes pierce me, and the trap’s payload fell away to the forest floor, but I could understand what the intent was. Against smaller foes—or those with lower defense—they would add weight to a climbing attacker, dragging them down and possibly sending them on a nasty fall.

“That was annoying,” I grumbled as I clambered left, getting off Noaich’s back.

Thank you, Noaich said immediately. Might have killed me if I fell.

“Stay here,” I said, focusing my attention on my detection skill. “I think this needs a gentler touch than you’re capable of. This is a job for a surgical instrument, and you’re a wrecking ball.”

I could tell that Noaich wasn’t happy to be told he couldn’t handle something, but his temper was cooled by my analogy. He liked being a wrecking ball. Besides, he had me around when surgical instruments were needed.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him that surgical precision wasn’t exactly my strong suit, either.

I’d have to keep that in mind when I unlocked my next stable slot.

Focusing on my detection skill didn’t help much.

I noticed a few more details of the attacking beast—it was male, its claws were black at the base, fading to white at the tips, and from the wounds on its sides, it appeared resistant to the acid the trap used—but the super-thin tripwires still evaded my notice. Fortunately, the traps themselves were not so difficult to spot. There were three of them built into the tree itself, with over thirty more scattered around in nearby trees.

She’d been busy for a long time setting these up.

I might not have been able to avoid tripping the traps, but I could probably evade the traps themselves if I was aware of where they were coming from.

“Hey up there!” I shouted. “This is probably going to suck for you to deal with later. Sorry!”

I didn’t wait for a response. Climbing the tree as fast as possible pushed my climb skill to its limits. Fortunately, my Marathon achievement was reducing the stamina cost of the checks, and On The Prowl restoring the lost stamina meant I wasn’t going to have to slow down.

I barely felt the thin silky tripwires break before me. But my sharpened senses—carefully tuned to detect which trap was going off when—told me where to go. I juked left and right to avoid hurtling rocks and flying wooden debris, ranging from more spiked balls to sharpened javelins. I barely managed to avoid another leaf-balloon of acid as it splattered the tree trunk right below me. One of the traps on the tree itself unleashed a deluge of watered-down pine sap, and I barely avoided getting coated in the sticky goo.

Not all the traps were easy to avoid, though. A few rocks managed to catch me before I could get out of the way. There was a carved wooden disc with a jagged saw blade edge that smashed into my back. It wasn’t strong enough to cut into me, but it still did significant damage before tumbling down to the forest floor. I hoped that Wowser was far enough away from the base of the tree to avoid dealing with all the junk raining down as I performed this extremely stupid series of maneuvers.

With the constant trap triggers spurring me on, I reached the bottom of the house in just a few seconds. As expected, there were no more traps immediately around the house—she didn’t want to damage her own home, after all—so I was finally able to stop and think.

I popped up through the trapdoor into the treehouse. Unable to examine my surroundings as the shutter finally gave way, I heard the occupant's panicked scream as the monster prepared to break into the building.

I didn’t head toward her, though. There was a ladder in front of me that went up to another trapdoor. That would open up onto the top of the building. I swarmed up it and threw open the trapdoor to get out onto the roof.

Rushing through the traps was a calculated risk. It wasn’t the smartest play, but I knew I could do it. Luck that got me through as much as skill, but my confidence had been well-placed. My sharp senses, fast reflexes, and resilience had easily carried me through where my other abilities had failed.

This next bit was a bonehead move, though, and I definitely didn’t deserve for it to work as well as it did.


Chapter 27
Window Of Hope


I rushed to the side of the building’s roof, looking down at the attacking beast. The roof was sturdy enough to hold my weight, but I winced at the rumbling sound of my footfalls on it. I was pretty sure the tiarajudens could have busted down through the roof way faster than prying at the window was going for it, so I considered the occupant lucky that the beast had done a poor job at identifying the vulnerabilities in her defenses.

The monster was making serious progress on the window now. Looking down at it, its tusks were firmly wedged under the shutter now, giving it the leverage to pry the shutter loose effectively. A pair of hands had snaked out through the gap, grasping the shutter right next to the intruding fangs and fighting hard to keep it from pulling it loose entirely. The hand on the lower side slipped, as drool from the monster’s mouth ran down the side of the shutter.

She could only hold on for another second or two.

“Let go,” I shouted down to her, “or you’re going to lose those hands!”

I wasn’t sure if she could tell what I was planning, or if she was just blindly trusting a total stranger. She let go and her hands vanished into the window. The shutter splintered again, and the tiarajudens let out a snarl of anticipation. Its muscles bulged as it pulled all the harder now that the resistance was lessened.

It seemed totally unconcerned with me up above it, single-minded in its pursuit of gaining access to the shelter.

That was when I struck.

I jumped down off of the roof, descending straight down toward the beast. I activated Skull Bash and drove my heels at the tiarajudens’s face with Biter added for good measure.

CRACK!

The shutter broke under the combined force of the monster’s pull and my stomp. The monster had been holding itself to the side of the building with its claws, but the stun from Skull Bash along with losing the extra point of contact from the shutter caused it to slip. That little slip turned into a tumble when my extra weight was added to the equation.

The tiarajudens started to fall.

A fall from this height would be almost certainly fatal, on top of the pretty serious head trauma I’d just inflicted. Unfortunately, I had been so focused on landing the blow to save the hut’s occupant, I was joining the monster for the fall.

I tried to figure out how to survive. I had done a lot of falling in my time, and so I had an achievement, Freefall, which would reduce some of the damage.

And I did have a decent number of hit points. The damage from the kick using Biter had even stolen back some of the hit points I’d lost from the traps.

My acrobatics skill might absorb a bit, too. If I could somehow trigger a climb skill check on the way down, the Try, Try Again achievement might help that acrobatics skill check.

Though from way up here, it seemed unlikely that even that much would be enough to save me.

For the second time today, I had to consider the possibility that I was about to die, leaving my companions to fend for themselves.

And for the second time today, my unexpected rescue came from above.

“Got you!”

The woman in the treehouse jumped halfway out of the now-open window and grabbed my right forearm with both hands. My weight almost carried her out with me, and for a brief moment I thought I was going to get her killed anyway despite my best efforts. But she caught the window frame with her thighs and anchored herself well enough to save us both.

Looking up and seeing her as my savior was the first good look I got at her.

Her chestnut hair was thick and long, the harsh conditions of the apocalypse turning it into a wavy mane around her head and shoulders. Her face was contorted into a snarling grimace from the effort of holding me up, but her bright green eyes were full of ambitious confidence. It only took a second before she could brace her legs well enough to get the leverage needed to start pulling me up, her athletic build and broad shoulders giving her the strength to lift me up toward the window slowly.

As soon as I could reach the window frame with my left arm, I grabbed on to take a bit of my own weight. Once I was helping, the two of us together managed to wrestle my body through the window and to the safety inside the shelter.

For a brief moment, we had to catch our breath.

At the very least, I felt a bit of relief when my challenge quest completed. Either she was the only person I’d endangered, or she was the only one I could have saved. Regardless of which was correct, I was happy to have the extra dose of experience points.

My exertion of rushing up the side of the tree through a hailstorm of traps, and her exertion of fighting to hold the shutter closed—and then snatching me out of the air—caught up to us.

It gave me a moment to assess her and her shelter.

She wore light armor, but it was of an unusual construction. It was made of woven strips of thin bark into harnesses to support plates of wood protecting her fair skin, rather than being stitched together from skins and leather. I expected to hear the wooden plates clacking or scraping together as she breathed, but even heaving for breath in the safety of her own home, there was a practiced caution of her movements, keeping the armor quiet.

This room appeared to be her bedroom. Against one wall, a wood bed frame was holding upright a thick cloth mattress. Bits of feather stuck out of gaps in the fabric, telling me that it was probably the most luxurious sleeping arrangement in the whole apocalypse.

There were a couple of other pieces of furniture in the room: a chair, a small end table, and what appeared to be a wardrobe.

While the wood bed frame looked very sturdy and well-made, the others looked much rougher. She must have made everything herself, and the rougher pieces were where she’d developed her crafting skills before eventually making the better gear and furniture—along with this whole shelter itself.

“Colin,” I said, tapping my hand to my chest.

“Parker,” she replied, gesturing to herself.

“Thanks,” I said, offering my most charming smile. “And sorry for the intrusion.”

“No, thank you,” Parker said with a smile. Her voice was a bit rough and scratchy, which told me she probably hadn’t spoken in a long time, alone out here in the woods. “I don’t know what I would have done if that thing had gotten in here.”

“I’m sorry for that, too,” I admitted. There's a chance I caused a local disaster a few minutes ago. I think it might have—very indirectly—led to your predicament.”

Her bright green eyes narrowed at me. “What did you do?”

“Did you know there was a giant raptor convention going on?” I asked, gesturing southeast, toward the direction we’d come from.

Parker stood up from the floor, furrowed her brow, and said, "I've been watching them gather for the past two days." She looked towards the now-opened window. “I’ve had all my traps active in case they started to make trouble. Why?”

“I kind of picked a fight with their leader,” I said, trying to put on my most innocent smile. “It didn’t know when to quit, so I kind of had to kill it.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.” Her furrowed brow turned into a full-on grimace, her nose wrinkling with distaste.

“Well, I know that now.” I finally got to my feet. “But it was talking about fealty and honor before we started the duel, so I thought it—and the rest of the pack—were going to be cool about it. Instead, they went totally feral. I’m sorry for working with imperfect information, but I did the best I could with what I had.”

“It… was talking?” Parker asked, tilting her head with curiosity suddenly crushing her concern. “They can—”

She started suddenly, looking toward the other room. There was a silent flourish of both hands and she was suddenly holding a pair of curved steel blades. One of them was a ten-inch dagger, and the other was a two-foot-long scimitar.

Everything okay? Noaich asked, his snout poking up in the trapdoor—visible through the open doorway between the bedroom and the entry room.

“Yeah, we’re fine. Everything’s great, buddy,” I said quickly, holding up my hands to stop Parker from attacking. “But there’s not really room for you to hang out here with us. Go back down and make sure Wowser is okay for me, all right?”

Let me know right away if you need me again, Noaich responded. Will take a while to get back up.

Noaich’s snout disappeared from the trapdoor. Through my Beast Hunter senses, I watched him climbing back down the tree trunk, carefully picking his way along the exact path that I’d taken—where all the traps had been tripped.

“Buddy?” Parker asked, making a very intentional choice to not return her weapons to their sheaths. “That thing is your buddy?”

“Yeah, that was my buddy Noaich, and I have another friend down on the forest floor who is less of a climber,” I said honestly. “I’m a Beastmaster. I made some local friends.”

That seemed to mollify her concern, though she sheathed her blades with obvious reluctance. As much as she seemed intent on keeping her guard up, admitting to being a Beastmaster changed something in her body language.

She was looking at me differently now.

Before, I had been simply unexpected.

Now?

Unless I was mistaken, now I was interesting.

“So you can talk to them,” she said. “And you have a raptor pet that can translate, I assume?”

“No,” I admitted. “I have a class skill that lets me talk to them, and understand them in return. Well. To anything that I don’t share a language with. And… It’s not perfectly accurate. The raptors have something going on that’s blocking me out.” I flicked my attention to my remaining challenge quest. “I need to figure out how to break through that. Especially if I want to set things right.”

“All right,” Parker said, leaving the bedroom and moving through the other room to the far side of the shelter, pausing briefly to nudge the open trapdoor with her knee to let it slap closed before stepping over it. “Maybe we can help each other.”

“How is that?” I asked as I followed her into the next room.

The room past the trapdoor was equal parts crafting room and study. There were a number of primitive woodworking tools here, half-finished bits of gear and furniture, and at least ten pounds of sawdust and wood shavings scattered all over.

But there was also a table covered in a large number of thinner blocks of wood with notes and diagrams carved into them. I couldn’t read much at a glance, but they looked to be studies of the local wildlife. The harsh chicken scratch writing was almost indecipherable, but most of the diagrams depicted daeodon and raptors. There were plenty of other familiar figures, though. Carnifex—the arboreal wolves that had given Noaich and I trouble when we’d been carving out our territory in the treetops—were very prominent, no doubt because she’d made a permanent residence right up against the lower reaches of the forest canopy.

“I want to understand them, too,” she said, green eyes lighting up with glee as she gestured at the carved wooden tablets. “And I think you are exactly what I need to make a breakthrough, Dolittle.”


Chapter 28
Sharing Intel


Parker took a moment to shuffle through the wooden tablets until she found a couple that were blank. Near at hand, there was a simple carving knife, and she took it up in one hand, with one of the plates in the other, pressing the knife to the surface with the smooth deftness of repetitive practice.

“I’ve been observing the raptors from a distance for some time now,” she said after scratching a few words onto the top of the tablet. “My Ranger subclass gives me the Beast Hunter ability, which—”

“Dramatically increases your detection radius,” I interrupted with a sheepish grin. “I have the same ability from Beastmaster as well.”

Parker tried to screw her face up in a scowl, but all she really managed to do was put on the cutest pout I’d ever seen. She was clearly jealous of the power Wild Empathy offered, and thought she was going to impress me with one of her own abilities. Unfortunately for her, the one she’d selected was one that I shared as well.

“All right, fine,” she said, scraping a few more words onto the wooden plate. “So tell me about the confrontation. Especially what the creatures said. Then we can put our heads together and figure out what we need to know about them.”

I explained the whole encounter with her, from start to finish. She interrupted with questions about how Wild Empathy worked, especially when I got to the part where the raptor mentioned “fealty” and how that word had been meant to express a more enigmatic meaning to me than just the word itself. But she only asked when she absolutely needed to know to understand what I was describing, and focused on listening intently and making her notes about the encounter. After a minute, she flipped the plate over to start carving on the other side, and eventually had to grab another wooden tablet to continue.

As we spoke, the rough scratchiness finally started to come out of her voice. Her normal voice was a bit on the husky side, low and firm like the middle notes on a cello.

“The good news,” she said when I finished, as she continued to scratch words into the last wooden plate, “is that I think I know what you did wrong.” She finished the last of her notes, blowing on it to send a little dusting of wood chips down to the messy floor. “The bad news is that you can’t exactly go back and do it right now.”

“Well, the bad news is that the raptors are scattered all over the place, wreaking havoc on the area,” I corrected her. “But go on.”

“Yeah, but I might have a solution to that,” Parker said, putting down her knife and picking up the first tablets of notes on my experience. “Maybe. Maybe not. We’ll find out.”

“What solution?” I asked immediately.

“One thing at a time, Dolittle,” she said absently, checking over the notes. “You’re going to need more information first.”

“All right,” I said, forcing myself to be patient. “So what do you have for me?”

Parker was silent for a minute, turning away from me and toward the table, examining the other tablets she had there, separating out the notes on raptors and poring over them. She started to nod to herself before she spoke again.

“I know what ‘fealty’ means. In this context at least,” she said. “It’s not your loyalty toward the leader. It’s that you have a swarm that is loyal to you. You didn’t need to show fealty toward the raptor, you needed to show the raptor that you are owed fealty by others.” Parker gestured vaguely downwards. “Everything you did was right, except that you kept your pets out of sight until the fight broke out. And, you know. When raptor swarms meet and join together, the leaders do a dance ritual that binds them. Though I don’t know if that would have worked since you don’t have a raptor brain.”

“What do you mean? Raptor brain? Binding?”

“It’s just a working theory I have,” Parker clarified, pausing for a moment before rifling through the wood slabs on the table, looking for something. Eventually she moved down to the floor, clearing a bunch of wood shavings to reveal a low-sided wooden tray containing a few items. She grabbed one and tossed it to me. “Examine that.”

I caught the item, finding it to be a drumstick-sized femur. At her direction, I examined it.

Crepuscular Raptor Femur
Armor Material, Weapon Material
Armor Material Properties: Armor incorporating this bone into its construction will inherit the raptor’s hunting instinct. Increases detection skill and detection radius.
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons crafted out of this bone will inherit the raptors’ mental capacity for connections. When dealing damage to an enemy, increase your dodge, block, and parry chance against attacks by that same foe.

“Wait,” I said, checking the description again. “Mental capacity for connections?”

“I think that ‘fealty’ more specifically means a mental connection,” Parker explained. “The kind that would bypass your ability to understand them. The larger gathering—the convention, as you called it—is hosted by the local leader. Smaller swarm leaders must show the local leader their swarm, display their obedience, and then they do a little dance ritual.” She went back to the notes about my encounter. “Considering the prevalence of honor in what the leader said to you, it’s probably all just some kind of elaborate protocol.”

“So it’s not just that they can connect and communicate telepathically, shutting me out… but the ways they express those connections are all unspoken rules?”

“Right,” Parker confirmed. “And you already broke those rules when you approached them alone. Though I’m pretty sure your approach might have fallen apart because you’re not a raptor no matter what you did.”

My Savagery passive would have made the raptors see me as one of their own, but I was reluctant to hurt Parker’s feelings any more with the way my class’s synergies made me better at her hobby than she was.

Then again, it might draw another adorable pout out of her…

But she might have been correct anyway. Even if they saw me as a raptor, I was probably not capable of the same telepathic bond as their culture demanded. There were only two ways for me to have even been able to get that far. One was meticulously watching the raptors, observing multiple swarms joining the larger gathering, and discerning the patterns from those meetings. The other was right here in front of me, cross-referencing her notes.

“So if I can meet with another group of raptors,” I suggested, “I just need to come with my pets. I don’t need a total connection; I just need to make contact in a way that doesn’t get me killed. Or creates a mess out of the local ecology.”

“You will meet a group of raptors,” Parker corrected, standing up straight and looking around. “And it’ll be the same one.”

“How? I just scattered them pretty thoroughly.”

It took her a while to respond. She started sorting through the room’s contents, slowly and purposefully at first, and then gradually growing more frantic and frustrated.

“What are you looking for?” I asked. “Maybe I can help.”

“I swear it was right here,” she muttered to herself, declining to answer.

After about five minutes of scouring the room, she finally located what she was after. It wasn’t surprising that it had been hard to find—it was just a little piece of whittled wood that blended into all the other wood, not even bigger than the larger pieces of waste wood from other projects. At first glance, it looked like a poor attempt at carving an ocarina in the shape of an anatomically correct heart. The object was pointy and rough, with a bunch of folds that suggested chambers inside the device. My sharp senses picked up on a seam down the middle, but it was so fine and flush that it would have been invisible to normal human vision.

“I worked really hard on this,” she said slowly, handling it with obvious care—even though it had nearly been lost amidst all the debris in the room. I could sense the tremendous reluctance as she held the device out to me. “But I think I need to loan it to you. All I’m going to do with it is make myself a target. You have options when they come running.”

Wooden Raptor Flute
Tool, Wind Instrument
Use: Make a wind instrument skill check. Create a sound that will draw the attention of all raptors in a half-mile radius per five points on the skill check. Skill checks results above 40 will be treated as 40.

I could see what she was getting at. I still hadn’t practiced my wind instrument skill, but if I acted fast, I would only need to get a check result of five to hit most of the raptors I’d scattered. A ten would likely even summon raptors who hadn’t even been at the convention.

I didn’t know how skill checks worked, but I felt confident that if I just played around with a flute for a few minutes, even a cross-class skill could be farmed up to five in a few minutes. I even had a different wind instrument to practice with, to avoid calling down the raptors before I was ready.

“All right,” I said, tucking the flute away. “So we climb back down now and call the raptors back. I show them my pets—show my ‘fealty,’ to use their words—and then they’ll accept me. I can try to get the info I need, and also avert the raptor mini-apocalypse that I just kicked off in the area. Is that the plan?”

“We?” Parker asked, incredulous. “I can’t come with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m not part of your ‘fealty,’” she said quickly, physically making air-quotes around the word. I could sense an edge of bitterness in her tone. “And I don’t have a swarm of my own to show them, either. They’ll be as hostile to me as they were to you, and I’m not such a fool as to pick a fight I can avoid.”

Parker wanted to be there. She really did. The potential to build on her studies was very alluring. But she was too smart to think she could avoid the exact same problems I had faced.

I found her prudence admirable.

Despite my suspicion that she was at a similar level as me, she likely lacked my defensive options that had been crucial to weathering the raptor onslaught.

I found myself hoping that we could get to know each other a little better once this was done.

“Let me tell you what,” I said carefully, “I’ll do this at the base of your tree here. If your Beast Hunter skill is as powerful as mine, you should be able to watch from here and see everything.”

“That’s dangerous,” she said, suspiciously. “You’d be bringing them all to my doorstep.”

“And you’ll be protected by traps,” I countered. I pointed at the pile of notes. “It’ll be a tremendous opportunity for research, right?”

“You’d do that for me?” Parker asked, peering at me curiously. “Why?”

I held up the raptor flute again. “You did this for me, and I didn’t have to ask why. I thought you got it, too.”

Parker’s face went on a journey of confusion, curiosity, and frustration. I wasn’t sure if she agreed that a good deed could be its own reward or if she’d just thought that subconsciously without realizing it. Or perhaps here, in the middle of an apocalypse and without human contact for however long, she was unsettled by the appearance of a kindred spirit instead of a selfish prick.

“I need to set up my traps again first,” she said after a moment.

“That’s great.” I smiled, wide and goofy. Before anything, I have to practice my wind instrument skill.

I tapped out a familiar old rhythm on the wood of one of her walls. Shave and a haircut…

“Go ahead and signal me like this when you’re ready. I’ll hear it.”

I could feel her eyes watching me as I left.


Chapter 29
Jam Session


With my detection skill, I could tell Parker wasted no time getting to work on resetting her traps. I took the opportunity to pick my way down the side of her tree, re-tracing the path I’d made through the traps to avoid setting off any new ones.

How did it go? Noaich asked when I reached the forest floor.

“Great,” I said, producing the raptor flute and showing it to him as soon as both my feet were on the ground. “She had exactly what I needed to solve all of our problems at once.”

That sounds great, Wowser cut in. How?

“First thing’s first,” I said, “we need to wait for our new friend to get her defenses back in order. During that time, I’m going to be doing some skill grinding.”

I got out my Bone Ceratosaurus Flute and started fiddling with it. The instrument was a length of red-stained bone with a few unevenly spaced holes in it. More of a recorder than a flute, really.

What should we do, then? Wowser asked.

“Stay close. When the time comes, I’ll need you both with me. But until then, you can either get some rest, or do some grinding of your own.” I looked to Noaich, adding: “if you were willing to work toward another tier of Marathon, this ought to be a good opportunity.”

With me, Noaich said to Wowser. Will be useful to you, too. Show you how it’s done.

The two of them set about draining their stamina bars using Mistral Reach before going on a quick jog in a circle around a nearby tree. Over time, this would help them catch up to me on the Marathon achievement, increasing their total stamina, and reducing stamina costs for certain skill checks. I knew from experience that it was exhausting work, but I was glad to see them both doing it. It was probably the easiest and safest achievement grind I knew of, and the rewards would be more than worth it.

In the meantime, I started to try to play the Bone Ceratosaurus Flute. I’d expected it to sound like a recorder, and given my inexperience with the instrument, I’d been prepared for a discordant squealing fit for a meme.

The sound that the flute made was definitely not that.

Blowing into the instrument with none of the holes covered made the sound of a deep death metal snarl. Strangely deep for such an instrument, and an unsettlingly organic sound to come from a length of perforated bone.

Covering a few of the holes with my fingers changed the pitch a lot more than I expected. Messing around with it made a cacophonous series of growling noises that was pure chaos.

As I played, though, I started gaining wind instrument skill. It didn’t help me much with making a less chaotic sound at first, but it was already helping with my breath control, letting me make horrible snarling wails for a lot longer before I had to catch my breath.

As expected, my wind instrument skill was cross-class for Beastmaster, but my high level meant that my skill gain would pass at a decent rate for quite a while before it hit what I recognized as my soft cap.

I wasn’t sure if the slow change in the sounds I was making from hideous to mildly inoffensive was actually the work of my increasing skill, or if it was just from me paying attention and recognizing what random patterns of hand movements sounded the least bad. Being that it was just snarling noises with no accompanying instrumental, it was impossible to call the noise I was making music, but it was sounding a bit more like snarled lyrics in a foreign language rather than just gross organic noise.

After a few minutes, Noaich and Wowser had tired themselves out and settled down to rest. I had managed to get my wind instrument skill up to 12—more than enough to call all the raptors in the region—and even earned a skill achievement.

Extended Breath: Make 100 wind instrument skill checks (Lifetime). Increase lung capacity by 10%.

It wasn’t much, but I found myself already planning to spend time grinding the achievement whenever the snarling roar of the Bone Ceratosaurus Flute wasn’t going to cause us trouble. Even though I could already hold my breath for longer than average before the apocalypse, lung capacity became a crucial factor during life-or-death situations. The grind required very little effort, but it was important.

It could also be a lot of fun in the right context.

As if on cue, I heard the rapping sound of knuckles on wood from the tree above us. It was faint, but my sharpened Beast Hunter senses were more than up to the task.

“All right, guys,” I said to my pets, drawing their attention. “Get close. Things are going to get a little weird.”

As they approached, I put the Bone Ceratosaurus Flute away and got out the Raptor Flute. Taking a deep breath, I started to play.

Where the Bone Ceratosaurus Flute was obviously related to the beast’s bassy roar, the raptor flute was a clear mimic of a raptor’s higher-pitched shriek. The wooden instrument gave the notes a strangely bright tone, but it still sounded way more organic than any sound I expected to come from a piece of wood.

With the skill I’d gained, I only had to play for a few seconds before I started to sense the raptors coming on the edge of my detection radius. Their oncoming rush was intimidating, and despite my hope for a nonviolent outcome, I found that I was on my feet and putting the flute away as soon as I sensed them. I managed to avoid drawing my axes, but my hands were definitely more comfortable resting near them than anywhere else.

What do we do? Wowser asked, obviously anxious at what was coming while he wasn’t my active pet.

“Just follow my lead,” I said. “And don’t do anything crazy.”

Contradictory, Noaich pointed out.

I could sense the laughter in his body language.

I didn’t have time to laugh along with the joke, however. The raptors were here.

At first it was just a few dozen. Most of them looked like the fighters who had stayed close when I’d been fighting the big raptor, and had only scattered when the leader had died. But as time went on, scores more joined the mob gathering around me.

To their credit, they were largely nonviolent. They didn’t approach me directly, keeping a healthy fifteen-foot distance from me and my companions. But as they gathered, there was a lot of squabbling snapping at each other.

From what Parker had told me, it seemed like the leader’s death had uncoupled them all from their respective swarms. They had descended into unorganized madness. Calling them back together was already helping by forcing them all into one place. They were establishing a pecking order already, and maybe even establishing the bonds that they needed to start working together again.

The raptor numbers continued to grow. In about a minute, there were a hundred of them. And there were still more coming. But as time passed, the raptors’ squabbles became fewer and fewer.

The swarm was reforming now.

I tried not to think about being in the middle of this many little monsters when they were operating as a unit again. I double checked to make sure all my abilities were off cooldown.

“All right,” I said when the nearest group of raptors seemed to reach a state of peaceful equilibrium. I gestured back at Noaich and Wowser behind me. “This is my fealty. Who’s in charge around here?”

There was a long pause among the raptors. Just long enough to make me anxious. I wasn’t sure if I could expect a response, or if they were trying to reply with telepathy that I couldn’t receive.

One of the larger raptors stepped forward, stepping into the unspoken no-go zone immediately around me with a peculiar hopping gait. Wild Empathy translated the gait as a show of subservience and respect. It was in the middle range size-wise, about four feet long, dark ochre feathers on its back and white feathers on its underbelly, with bright orange eyes.

We don’t understand, the raptor said at last, in the same strangely posh tone of the previous leader. Your question confuses us.

“I understand now what I did wrong before,” I said, doing my best to speak slowly and clearly. “I can show ‘fealty’ properly now. Who is in charge? I want to make a proper introduction that won’t end in violence.”

This is no less confusing, the raptor said.

I think I understand, and can assist. Another hopped forward in the same hopping gait, joining the discussion. A larger specimen, just under five feet long and with dark black feathers all over and yellow eyes so light they were nearly white. This is a strange misunderstanding, but I can clarify.

Pray, do so, the first raptor replied with a tail-waving motion that Wild Empathy translated as a polite bow.

He asks for our fealty, the second raptor said, puffing out its black feathers. But he does so in the strangest manner. The raptor made no gesture, but two dozen smaller raptors pushed their way to stand behind it. Here is my fealty, the small creature continued, making a hopping little dance that I understood to be a display of respect and submission. I speak for them, and their actions are mine.

“No, no,” I said calmly, hoping to get through to them. “I’m offering my fealty, not looking for yours. I just don’t know who is the leader of this horde now to offer it to.”

They both stared at me in obvious confusion again. This time, it was the first raptor whose beady little eyes lit up in recognition.

Most peculiar, the raptor remarked. I am unsure if we ought to be insulted.

Why? the black-feathered raptor asked.

I sense no malice, the ochre raptor said. But he accuses us of oath-breaking?

“I’m not making any accusations,” I said quickly. “We're both equally confused.”

I see! The second said now, bouncing in place in a manner that suggested an emphatic nod. It is truly a misunderstanding, then.

“What misunderstanding?” I asked.

Please ask your question once again, the first raptor requested with the same tail-motion that represented a bow. I know what response you seek now.

“All right,” I said, concerned about where this was going. Dread filled me as I spoke the next words: “Who is in charge around here?”

You are, the ochre raptor said. For now.


Chapter 30
Accidental Warlord


Well, crud.

The realization that I’d taken the place of the raptor leader came with two huge concerns for me. First of all, I didn’t feel like I was qualified to rule. Sure, I could be a good team player, and I had the capacity to care for my subordinates. I wouldn’t have gotten very far in customer service without those skills. But I didn’t know all the protocols here—to such a degree that I didn’t even know that I was in charge. I simply was not a raptor, and had no knowledge of their ways.

And second of all, what did “for now” mean in this context?

“Please explain,” I said cautiously.

After defeating the warlord, and reuniting us, you are our new warlord, the ochre raptor said.

“I gathered that,” I replied, looking around and trying not to think about how many beady little eyes were regarding me right now. “But why only for now?”

The two raptors looked at each other, and I wasn’t sure what information was passing between them.

We are unsure of how to tell you this, the black-feathered raptor began.

Pray understand, the ochre-feathered raptor continued, we have no desire to anger you, and mean no offense.

But you are not one of us, the black-feathered raptor said, visibly flinching at the admission. While we recognize you are a person, we cannot overlook your form.

The word choice Wild Empathy used to convey their meaning was very interesting to me.

It translated the word as “person” there, but it was obvious it meant “raptor” to them.

The raptors thought of themselves as people, and everything different—regardless of superficial similarities, up to and including the cultural camouflage offered by my Savagery passive—was not on the same level. Because I wasn’t the same as them, they simply could not trust my leadership, even though, by all rights, I’d earned it under their system.

Suddenly the tone and phrasing that I heard when translating their communication didn’t seem quite so silly.

“I understand that,” I said, trying not to laugh, “but what happens next?”

We require a more… appropriate leader, the ochre raptor said firmly. While you can enjoy the rest of our Gathering, and enjoy whatever activities you wish—hunting, sparring, feasting, and the rest—you cannot remain at the head of the pack as you are.

In honor of your accomplishment, the black raptor said, we will respect your choice if you wish to assign the prior leader’s successor. But we cannot accept your leadership. The masses will not allow it, no matter your size or prowess.

Finally, at long last, there was a little chiming, and my challenge quest completed. It seemed a bit silly that this was the part where I knew enough about the raptors’ behavior to clear it. But I was happy to be able to put it behind me.

“So how about you explain to me what makes a good raptor leader,” I said, finally letting myself relax a little. “I don’t want to be picking an idiot leader who will make everything terrible.”

Strength is most important, the black raptor said quickly, lest they be quickly overthrown by the ambitious.

But prudence and kindness is also valued, the ochre raptor added, lest they be quickly overthrown by making their rivals too numerous.

I nodded. That made sense. The prior leader had been strong enough to win fights against several foes, and appeared nearly indomitable in any one-on-one fight with other raptors. But still, no one fighter could overcome the combined force of the hundreds of raptors assembled here, if all of them decided it was time for a new leader.

“It sounds like a pretty futile effort, then,” I pointed out. “Whoever I pick, if they’re not the best leader, they’re going to be replaced by the actual best leader pretty quickly.”

The two raptors exchanged a look again. I wasn’t sure if they were surprised that I’d seen the pointlessness of the gesture, or if they were stunned that I was disrespecting the weight of the responsibility they’d entrusted to me. Considering whatever bond let them communicate with each other—and possibly the whole horde—while keeping me out of the loop, I might never know.

“How about this,” I said at last. “You value raptor lives, right? I value human lives. Whoever can tell me where there are humans who need help, they get to be the successor. And then you all can sort your own business out from there without further interference from me.”

There are humans a few days’ travel from here, a third raptor cut in, launching itself to the front of the group with a supernatural-looking leap. The newcomer had deep green feathers in a line down its back like a mohawk, with much thinner, downier brown feathers on the rest of its body. It was on the smaller side, only about three feet long, but was disproportionately muscular, with brown eyes so dark it was difficult to tell where the pupil sat. A few thousand tail-lengths due west of this spot, you will come upon them.

“I’m not just looking for random humans,” I said. “I’m looking for humans who need help.”

Why? Wowser asked quietly from behind me.

He helps people, Noaich responded quickly, it’s what we do.

I thought about how I would no doubt need to have a conversation with the two of them to explain myself, but that would need to come later.

Our hunters have helped them, the newcomer said, bowing its head low in a pose that Wild Empathy translated as excited and eager. They are under siege by delicious insects. We harvested many of their attackers and provided them to the Gathering as gifts. But there are many more. Enough to overwhelm their defenses, especially now that we have left the area and no longer thin the insects’ numbers.

I remembered the giant bug remains I’d sensed at the downed tree near the gathering. They hadn’t looked that big to me, but it was true that a whole hive of giant bugs could be a threat. Especially to a settlement just starting to get together. As if in conformation, I felt a new quest coming on.

Pest Control
You have been informed of a threat massing against a distant town. Investigate to find the nature of the threat. (0/1)

“That appeases me,” I said, looking at the other two. “This one’s in charge now. You all do with that whatever you want.”

Huzzah! the newcomer said, tapping the claws on his feet to the forest floor in what I understood to be a victory salute. A Hunter leads at last! Let us feast and make merry!

Something told me what I’d done was extremely unorthodox.

From what the new leader was saying, there were class and labor divisions among the species that hadn’t been explained to me. I’d assumed all raptors were hunters, despite the differences in the abilities of their subspecies, but there was a much deeper label system at work here.

I had a sudden fear that my next challenge quest would be to gain further understanding of this weird insular raptor culture if I kept worrying about it.

Instead, I tried to stop actively thinking about what it could all mean.

“As much as I’d like to join you,” I said, offering a brief bow to the new leader, “I have to get moving. The attacking insects aren’t going to wait for me.”

Of course, the green-mohawked raptor said, doing a little hopping maneuver that I understood to be it returning my bow. Good hunting, puissant one.

I decided to take that as a compliment as the raptors started to move back toward the downed tree. The whole group swarmed around as a single unit once more.

For now, at least, I could let them go.

They obviously would remain a long-term threat in the area to humans who didn’t know how to deal with them, but they were no longer a disorganized mess, turning the region into chaos.

That was a victory I was happy to take.

After they’d gone, I noticed through my senses that Parker was already halfway down the tree, scrambling down to join us.

“How did it go?” she asked quickly. “What did they say?”

“They’re kind of a bunch of jerks,” I said, trying to sum up as much as possible as fast as I could. She eagerly accepted the raptor flute back from me when I held it out to her. “And more complicated than something with a brain that small has any right to be.”

“Their brains are pretty large for their size,” Parker said, strangely defensive of the creatures.

“Well, they respected me for beating their old leader,” I said calmly, avoiding becoming defensive in my own right. “But they didn’t respect me enough to make me the new leader, which is what should have happened. I think I’m an honorary raptor, but honorary raptor doesn’t get me past their weird biases.”

With a flourish, I pointed after the direction they’d gone.

“I assigned one of them as the new leader in exchange for information, but I assume there’s gonna be a series of bloody coups in the near future, because it was a member of a caste that doesn’t usually earn power.”

“They have castes?” Parker asked, stepping close with her green eyes glittering in excitement.

“I think so,” I said, briefly stunned by the sudden closeness and eye contact. “And if you’re careful, you might get to see the whole drama play out.”

“I was hoping you might help me with that,” she said, her eyes flicking down to my shoulder as she raised a hand to rest against my upper arm. “An honorary raptor might be a useful research tool, Dolittle.”

“I’d love to, but I have other things to deal with,” I said, suddenly feeling a reluctant tug in my gut. I wasn’t sure if it was because I wanted to help her, or if it was because her sudden closeness to me was sparking a separate desire entirely. “The information I got from their new leader was of a human settlement in danger. Apparently the raptors were evening the odds against the threats there, but they left days ago. I don’t know what kind of danger those people are in, but they need help.”

“Where?” Parker asked, unable to hide her disappointment. Once more, what was supposed to be a scowl was instead a very cute pout.

“Due west,” I said, “a few thousand tail-lengths, whatever kind of measurement that is.”

“I haven’t been out that far,” she said. I didn’t need Wild Empathy to read the concern clearly on her face. “But be careful. Maybe once the colony breaks up and goes back to their individual swarms, I’ll catch up with you. Share my findings?”

“I’d like that,” I said, offering my most charming smile. “And if they’re still gathered like this, drag me back here. I would love to use my Honorary Raptor status to help you, when there aren’t people in danger.”

“Thanks, Dolittle,” she said with a smirk, offering me a hand.

I shook her hand with a grin. “It was a pleasure working with you, Parker. Hopefully we will meet again.”

“Get out of here,” she said, jerking her head westward. “The sooner you discover whether or not you can put your life on the line for the people there, the sooner you can get back here and put your life on the line for me again.”

She had a point.


Chapter 31
Uncomfortable Truths


The raptor hadn’t been exaggerating the distance. After walking until dark, not only was there no sign of the supposed settlement, but there wasn’t any sign of giant bugs, either. We elected to make camp and continue in the morning.

The next day, Noaich took initiative to encourage us all to work on grinding the Marathon achievement. It sounded like a great idea, and so for the first leg of the day’s travel, we blew all our Stamina on Mistral Reach attacks before we started moving. I didn’t get far enough to get another tier of the achievement right away, but Wowser and Noaich made good progress. Combined with what they’d done the previous day when I was practicing the flute, Wowser got his first tier, and Noaich was able to get the second tier.

Traveling without the assistance of stamina points was grueling, however. We went back to a more normal arrangement then.

I was glad we’d gotten plenty of food in the previous days’ adventures, due to how far we had to travel. We even started to see the landscape change slightly. The forest here became less dense in comparison to how it was around Jamestown. There were more places here where gaps in the forest canopy let enough light reach the forest floor to feed the undergrowth, forcing us to take circuitous routes to get around the numerous thorny thickets.

“I’m not sure if I’m irritated or impressed,” I said in the mid-afternoon. “There’s so much we could have done today if we weren’t so focused on traveling. But I have to admit, the size of this territory for those raptors is pretty insane.”

Is it? Wowser asked, plodding along beside me.

“When Noaich and I were maintaining our own territory in the treetops, it wasn’t a full day’s travel from one end to the other,” I explained. “And the rival predators up there had similarly small hunting grounds.”

Was a temporary arrangement, Noaich cut in, trotting along on the other side of me. Would have claimed much more if we were there longer.

“Oh?” I asked Noaich with a smirk. “And how would we have managed that?”

Momma had a much bigger range, Noaich said, his feather crest flaring slightly. Ruled through fear and intimidation. Rivals knew what they were in for if they crossed her.

“I suppose you’re right,” I said, trying not to laugh. “If you had gotten your giant space-rock power while we were up there, those raptors and carnifexes would have fled to the hills rather than deal with us.”

Still, Noaich admitted. Can’t maintain a territory this big so seriously. Sneaky rivals live on the edge and cut in when you’re out of range.

I don’t understand why not, Wowser said. You can just eat everything and leave nothing for rivals to take.

“That’s herbivore talk,” I cut in, bringing us to a brief halt for a few seconds. “Or, at least, primary intake herbivore talk. You can eat vegetation down to the roots and what you leave behind isn’t enough for an invader to be worth sneaking in for. Even as an insectivore, you can just eat everything that doesn’t escape your grasp, and when another insectivore comes along, everything else is burrowed too deep to eat.”

Doesn’t work for predation, Noaich agreed. Have to leave behind enough to make young. Raise and feed young. Make sure there is more prey for later. A rival could thin it too much. Wipe out the herd. And doesn’t care because it’s your territory.

Maybe, Wowser snuffled, his nose twitching. I’m just saying that your territory size is only limited by your appetite.

I focused for a moment on expanding my detection radius with the activated form of Beast Hunter. Keeping up periodic checks was important to stay as aware as possible of our surroundings.

I made a note of a few surrounding threats and landmarks.

A pair of ceratosaurus were straight north of us, circling each other either to fight or mate. Southeast, a daeodon was ripping apart a hadrosaur corpse. West of us was a particularly large tree that would serve as a good landmark to make sure we were still heading straight in the same direction.

After a couple of seconds, I let the expanded radius drop and started us moving again.

“Raptors can be pretty ravenous,” I said at last. “Maybe you’re right, and we’re just looking at this wrong. If that guy’s swarm was a large one, maybe they did cover all this territory regularly.”

Maybe not, Noaich argued. Could have just traveled this far for the convention. Opportunities to feed and mate outside the swarm. Diversify the gene pool, as you said.

“You might be right,” I said with a nod. “Back in my day, people would travel way farther than this to get to conventions of their peers, and I wouldn’t consider that an extension of their home.”

Mating opportunities can make people do strange things, Wowser agreed.

I tried to say that pre-apocalypse conventions didn’t exist to provide opportunities to mate, but just because that wasn’t the intended purpose didn’t mean it didn’t happen.

I knew from experience.

To my chagrin, we had to call it a night again before reaching our destination. Food supplies were dwindling, and if we didn’t come across the town—or the insect attackers—before midday on the third day, we were going to have to slow our pace considerably to hunt for food.

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before we set out the next morning that I called us to a halt.

On one of my periodic expanded Beast Hunter checks, I found myself surprised to see a treeless area that had been cleared of vegetation. From this angle, it looked larger than the average thicket, too. I found myself remembering the dinosaur riders and their heavily guarded thicket garden. Perhaps it was a sign of human activity this time.

“You two hang back,” I said, “I’m going to scout ahead.”

Why can’t we come? Noaich demanded.

“Because if it’s a human camp, I don’t know what they’ll do if you two come out of the forest at them,” I explained. “This is going to be a terrible rescue if we show up and they think we’re more danger.”

Can beat them down, Noaich argued. Powerful enough. Can make them heel.

Colin is right, Wowser cut in. That won’t go well. If they see how powerful we are, that could make them more scared of us than of the bugs.

“Yeah.” I shot Wowser a smirk. “If you show up, they’ll know Noaich can end all their problems single-handedly. They won’t want to do any of the work for themselves. If they only see me, they’ll know they still have to pull their own weight.”

Noaich was about to snap out some rebuttal, but my words cut right through to his critical weak point: his ego.

Fine, Noaich said at last. Don’t want to miss out on any of the action, though. Call us in as soon as there’s stuff to fight, okay?

With that settled, I activated Hide In Plain Sight and started to sneak toward the clearing. My new Conviviality passive was a godsend here, giving me a healthy movement speed boost as soon as I got some distance from my companions. It also gave them the same boost, meaning that I didn’t have to worry about being too far away for them to rush to help.

The area ahead had once been a larger thicket. There were two trees that stabbed out of the middle of it, but from the near treeline to the far edge was about the length of a football field.

Every inch was stripped bare of life.

All the vegetation was chewed down to the roots. The bare earth was churned where thicker roots had been dug out and destroyed as well. Two trees in the middle of the field were stripped of branches and bark, reduced to two thick wood poles in an empty field. Even the trees on the outside of the area were badly damaged, with big bare patches of bark covered with still-drying sap, and branches missing halfway up into the canopy. It looked like a fire had ripped through this place, but for the lack of any ash or coal.

I crept into the field carefully, paying close attention to my [Hide In Plain Sight] status. If it dropped, I needed to be ready to run like I’d never run before.

Whatever did this was obviously tremendously powerful. A force of nature.

Through my connection to my companions, I told them to wait where they were, well clear of the treeline.

There were only two signs of what had happened here.

First was an incredible number of fist-sized wedge-shaped holes in the bare dirt. It wasn’t until I was beside the two stripped-down trees that I realized what I was looking at, though I wasn’t certain if it was a survival skill check or just my own meaty brain finally making the connection without system assistance.

Insect footprints

A tremendous swarm had ripped through this area and devoured everything.

The second sign was the only sign of life still remaining in the field. Jammed into the dirt beside one of the trees was a dirty white tube. A femur that had been stripped of flesh and broken in half to be emptied of marrow.

I didn’t need a survival skill check to tell me that it had once belonged to a human.


Chapter 32
Hardshell Soldiers


Instinct told me that this wasn’t the location of the supposed town. There was no sign of building materials or structures. No remains of foundations or chunks of wood.

This wasn’t the result of a doomed last stand. It was easy to assume this was a hunting or scouting party that had been set upon without their defenses.

Part of me prayed my instincts were right.

With a shudder I pulled my gaze away from the too-white bone. I paused for a moment in the middle of the demolished clearing.

Using the extended form of Beast Hunter, I could see the surroundings a considerable distance past the clearing’s edges. With the place so obviously the target of an indomitably large insect swarm, there were precious few signs of other life nearby. A toad the size of a minivan was to the far north, creeping its way east along a small trickle of a creek, but other than that—and my companions to the west—there were no creatures larger than my fist in the whole area I could sense.

There was a sign, though. Literally. Just outside of the southwest end of the clearing, someone had lashed a plank of wood to a tree. Still protected by Hide In Plain Sight, I crept across the open clearing in that direction. Through my connection, I directed Wowser and Noaich to circle around and meet me there without entering the clearing and exposing themselves.

When I reached the southwest end of the clearing, I could see a well-trod spot in the forest floor. A narrow trail was cut into the ground, the dirt and debris pounded away by many footfalls, revealing hard packed dirt and even a few scuffed root formations. It led away to the south of here. Either the people in the clearing had passed this way many times, or a large number of people had passed this way all at once fairly recently.

The plank of wood was indeed a sign. It bore an extremely simple message: All Are Welcome.

That seemed somehow ominous, though I couldn’t place why.

That’s why I prefer cedar, Wowser was saying as soon as he and Noaich came into view. I know it’s silly, but—

No, no, smell is a valid reason, Noaich replied, but oak is better for scratching. Or ash. Needs strong ridges. Cedar is too soft for me. Try oak next time. You’ll see.

“We’re getting close,” I interrupted. “Be ready. Whatever’s at the other end of this trail is probably where our help is most needed.”

The pair dropped their conversation about tree bark and fell in line at that. They could obviously sense my anxiety about whatever had happened here. I wondered what they thought the sign had said. I didn’t have the heart to explain that it probably meant that the people who had died in that clearing had been good people, with the best intentions.

It wasn’t more than two hours’ travel along the trail through the forest before I sensed the town.

In the expanded form of Beast Hunter, I could see what we were approaching.

It wasn’t anything like we were expecting.

I had anticipated something that looked like the previous settlements I’d seen. Groups of crude buildings, like Rachel’s camp, or a fortified campsite like the Jamestown I’d left behind. Possibly even a reclaimed mandrill town, like what I expected Jamestown to look like now.

What I hadn’t expected was a fortress.

The town was defended by a tremendous circular wall. Giant dinosaur ribs stretched halfway to the forest canopy, forming a strong frame for a wall that appeared to be made of simple concrete. The buildings within the wall were mostly made of stone as well, likely due to the immense amount of stone-working skill the buildings would have developed making the walls.

There were about thirty people total in the town, with another ten in the immediate outskirts. They were all busily working now, either crafting in town or engaged in some chore outside the walls. No one was resting or idle, except for one individual who stood on the walls, watching the workers outside the town—likely a lookout, or possibly their leader.

The area immediately around was mostly cleared. I could sense that it was a battlefield. The place was littered with bug corpses. Those who worked outside the walls were gathering them, bringing them inside to be processed by the crafters.

There were also a few stragglers—giant insects in the surroundings, past the trees around the town. I was unsure if they were fleeing the aftermath of the battle, or if they were lying in wait for workers to wander too far out by themselves.

“That’s the place,” I said, “though they seem to have things under control for now. This might be a good time to approach.”

Should we stay back? Wowser asked.

“Yeah, for now. And stay together. There’s danger lurking and if we get some company I don’t want either of you caught alone.”

With that settled, we approached much as we had the clearing, with me getting a head start and them keeping a good distance behind. Within just a few minutes I broke through the clearing and set physical eyes on the town.

The people gathering the fallen bugs could be much more accurately described as soldiers than workers. Each one wore a full set of armor from head to toe that was made of insect carapace. A few wore mismatched pieces—different gear slots made of carapace of different colors and textures—but a few wore unified sets.

Several of them wore thick black ant carapace, which appeared to be heavy armor that gave them the appearance of knights. A few wore supple yellow-white termite carapace, which looked to have the flexibility of leather, reinforced by giant brown mandibles, giving them a striped and spiky look. Two of them wore splint mail made of bright green strips, with pauldrons decorated with giant curved spikes. It wasn’t until I got a good look at the bulbous, triangle-shaped helms that I recognized it as the remains of a giant mantis.

The man on the wall was barely visible from here, but my sharp senses could pick out a few details of his armor. Dark brown plates covered in bristly hair.

I immediately felt a shudder run down my spine. Giant spider armor.

If I could avoid dealing directly with that guy, all the better.

“Ho there!” I called to the nearest soldier as he hefted two giant ant bodies at once—each one as large as a sheep.

He stopped and grunted in response, looking back at me. It took me almost a full second to focus on his face instead of the giant mantis-head he wore for a helmet.

“I’m Colin,” I said, tapping my chest. There are reports of a town in this direction that's being plagued by swarms of insects. I’m guessing this is the place.”

He grunted in the affirmative and sized me up for a moment. After a breath or two, he seemed to decide he liked what he saw. “Doug,” he said. “Sorry I can’t shake.” He shook the ant corpses, setting their carapaces rattling and sending a dribble of bluish ichor out of a wound in one of them. “Hands are full.”

“No problem,” I said quickly. He started to head back to the town, and I fell in beside him. “So what’s the situation here? You seem to have things in hand, but I’d like to help if I’m able.”

“Nothing here for you,” Doug grunted. “Not unless you like fighting bugs. Then we got plenty for you.”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said, “I can fight bugs.”

“Yeah?” Doug said, pausing to regard me for a moment. He turned his head sharply west, toward the northern treeline. “Prove it,” he snapped, gesturing that way with a sharp movement of his chin.

One of the soldiers was separated from the others, struggling to lift the body of what appeared to be a black-shelled beetle the size of a horse. The others, carrying one or two ants apiece, were leaving them behind.

A big green mantis was breaking out of the treeline and charging the straggler, its giant mandibles chittering as its long claws reached for them.

I didn’t even realize I was running to help until I nearly tripped over the corpse of an ant in my path. I still wasn’t totally used to the extra movement speed from Conviviality yet, but I was grateful for it now as it let me sprint across the clearing far faster than the average person.

The mantis was close enough that the soldier had dropped the beetle they were dragging to draw their weapon and make ready to fight, but they were only armed with a length of splintered ant carapace carved into a crude blade. Their opponent, however, was twelve feet tall at the head, with three-foot-long grasping claws. The poor soldier was going to be overwhelmed in seconds by the larger, stronger foe.

Except I got there first.

Reaching claws met with my axes instead of the vulnerable soldier. It took the strength of both arms to parry the strike aside, but I managed to bring the beast’s charge to a full halt. I quickly positioned myself between the giant bug and the soldier.

“You want to dance, little man?” I asked, looking up at its giant compound eyes six feet above me.

The soldier started to step up beside me, moving to watch my left flank, but there was a barked order from where I’d come.

“Let him fight!” Doug ordered. “Let him show me what he’s got.”

“The weak have no place in New Salem!” came what sounded like an answering call. It was from the spider-armored man on the wall.

I wasn’t aware I’d come that far south in my various misadventures. Salem was so far from home that I couldn’t imagine having walked that far. Then again, the apocalypse was months and months ago. It wasn’t unreasonable to expect.

At the order, the soldier backed off. As if sensing weakness, the mantis lunged at the same moment, reaching for my head.

With the move speed of Conviviality, the attack was trivially slow to dodge, letting me duck under it easily. I rushed in under the sweeping claws and started hacking away at its spindly torso.

Despite its size and strength, the beast must have been very low level in comparison to me. Its carapace was dense enough to stop me from slaying it in a single stroke, but it was a near thing. White-green ichor flooded out of the deep gouged I left in the giant bug’s body, drawing a chittering scream of pain.

I didn’t even have any of my usual buffs active.

The mantis tried to hop back away from me, but I was too fast, shadowing its movements. I couldn’t let it get too much range, or else the reach of its claws would let it attack me from nearly eight feet away from its body. But I was more than fast enough to keep up with its retreat. My axes flew back and forth in both hands, tearing into the carapace on its legs, draining its ichor and causing it to slow down.

Eventually, the beast’s attempts to dance around me started to fail. It stumbled, slumping down and flailing at me. It was panicking, but under that panic, Wild Empathy sensed something more. Something stronger.

Anger.

Something had made this thing absolutely furious, driving it to attack.

“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what’s going on around here?” I asked the mantis as I parried another sweep of its massive claws.

The creature made a belligerent chitter of rage and lunged at me with its mandibles, trying to bite where its claws had failed. I could practically feel the hatred radiating off of its giant compound eyes as I leaned far back, letting the giant bug gnash its metaphorical teeth on air.

“Guess not.”

My axes swept up in a scissoring motion, just beneath the monster’s slavering mandibles. The head cleanly separated from the body. Conviviality let me dance away from the thrashing of the headless corpse.

The body’s movements were coordinated and purposeful, slashing at where I had been a moment ago, and trying to follow my retreat. Its flailing limbs and claws were more than capable of putting up a fight without the head, but the head had some critical elements that the body was now missing.

Namely, eyes.

It couldn’t tell where I’d gone, and the longer it went without making contact, the less likely it became that it would find me.

The body eventually started to fail. Its flailing became sluggish. The fountain of ichor from its severed neck redoubled, and the life drained from the body shortly.

This seemed to be enough for the system to give me the next breadcrumb. My challenge quest pinged with an update, the objective changing.

Pest Control
The town of New Salem is under attack by a wild mix of massive bugs. Discover why they’re attacking so relentlessly. (0/1)

“Good work, new guy,” Doug said, sauntering up. “I almost believed you weren’t even trying.”

“I wasn’t,” I said with a smirk. “You saw I didn’t use any of my abilities, right?”

Doug considered that for a long moment. I briefly considered that I might have done too good a job. Maybe I’d made myself a threat.

“Marcus will want to talk to you,” he said at last. “Come on. Welcome to New Salem.”


Chapter 33
Salem’s Salvation


The south end of New Salem’s walls held a large stone door. It was a single huge slab of rock, not even on hinges, and it was slid aside now so that the soldiers carrying in the bug carcasses could work unimpeded. But there were a bunch more fighters near at hand—including another wearing the bristly spider-armor—to guard the entrance.

“I have a pair of companions,” I said as we approached. “Pets, actually. I’m a Beastmaster. They’re out in the forest waiting for me. In case your scouts might blunder into them and cause trouble.”

Doug looked at me again, this time he was a lot less able to hide that he was impressed with my earlier battle with the mantis. That told me an interesting detail. He knew how Beastmaster’s worked. He had to, or else he wouldn’t have understood how meaningful it was that I had left a significant portion of my power budget out of the fight.

“Bring them,” Doug said. He grabbed a soldier that was passing by in mismatched armor. “Two bandanas. Brian has them. Clean ones, if you can.”

The younger soldier didn’t hesitate to reverse direction and bolt back into town. I took that moment as an opportunity to direct Noaich and Wowser to circle around the outside of the treeline to come to me safely, without causing trouble by appearing in the middle of the battlefield.

“New Salem, huh?” I asked Doug as we waited. “I didn’t think I had come this far south.”

“Marcus’s idea,” Doug said with a grimace. “He wanted a big name. Thought it would draw more people.” He leaned closer to me, lowering his voice. “Should have been New Carlton, if we were being accurate.”

I remembered Carlton. A weird discontinuity on the highway. My mental map of the pre-apocalypse world was pretty well-scrambled, but that seemed a lot more in line with my expectations of where I was.

Wowser and Noaich emerged from the treeline, and Doug had to bark an order to stop the soldiers from attacking, allowing them to approach. The guards around the door were still obviously suspicious, but my companions’ continued pacifism as they approached seemed to smooth over the distrust for now.

“We’ll be waiting here a minute,” I said to my companions. “Someone went to fetch… bandanas?”

What’s a bandana? Wowser asked.

“A kind of… Decorative cloth. I assume it’s to make sure people know you’re friendly.”

What’s the plan after that? Noaich asked.

“We’re going to talk to Marcus. Pretty sure he’s the guy in charge.”

Doug nodded at that, clearly amused by the conversational interaction.

A few seconds later, a soldier rushed up with a pair of bright yellow bits of cloth, handing them to Doug before rushing back to get to work hauling in the bug corpses.

“If they’re wearing these, it should be fine,” Doug explained, handing me the bandanas. “I don’t know if people will think there’s another mystery Beastmaster floating around, though. You’re the first I’ve met with two pets.”

I tried not to think too hard about that. If nobody was high enough level to have a second stable slot, it was possible that this whole town was a lot lower than me. My presence might be putting them in danger, as J.J. had warned, but at the same time, with the number of insects attacking, it was possible that they were in over their heads, and as soon as their defenses faltered just a little bit, they would be wiped out.

I tied one of the bandanas around Noaich’s left arm, just below the shoulder, where it could be seen from all sides. Without anywhere better, I tied the other around the club of Noaich’s tail.

With that done, Doug led me into the town.

Despite the massive walls, the town itself was pretty sparse. There were a few stone buildings, but they looked more like bunkers than homes. My sharpened senses identified many of them as crafting workshops and storehouses.

In between the stone buildings were sets of tents that looked like the actual sleeping quarters. They were likely more comfortable for sleeping than the unventilated stone boxes.

All around us there was a tremendous assembly line at work. The bug corpses got thrown onto a big pile inside the door. A handful of workers in much sparser bug-chitin clothes pulled from the pile and butchered the corpse, separating chitin from meat, as well as whatever other goodies the corpses contained—random material drops and gear.

They moved with deliberate skill that told me that their butchering skill must have been sky high in comparison to mine. Where I sometimes couldn’t harvest meat off of a kill, they were getting big chunks of gooey bug flesh off of every body they carved into.

The fruits of their labors were distributed from there. A couple of haulers carried the goods off to other workstations.

Nearby, a dozen crafters were making fresh armor and weapons with the chitin and other materials. Fifteen cooks worked in tandem, making roasts, stews, and jerky from the bug meat. A pair of young women were filtering through all the other goods to mix up potions and poultices with their alchemy skills. A few other haulers were grabbing all the end products, delivering them to stockpiles all over the small town.

Doug led me past them all, offering only terse grunts of greetings to those who passed us in the street. No one wanted to draw him into a longer conversation—if they were able at all—because it seemed everyone was busy.

Not just busy, but overwhelmed.

They were working their fingers to the bone, and pushing the limits of their fatigue to keep the whole system going.

I noticed three other Beastmasters at work. One of the haulers had tamed a rabbit the size of a horse, and he used it to deliver large loads at high speeds by loading it up before sending it leaping from place to place. One of the crafters had a glowing orange lizard the size of a house cat curled up in his forge, the creature radiating enough heat in its sleep to keep the coals red hot. A cook was accompanied by a crab the size of a coffee table, and she used the flattest part of its shell as a work surface.

All of their pets seemed so… practical.

The only building that didn’t look like it was built with defense in mind was at the center of town. Like the main walls had been made of giant ribs, this building was built around a frame of six large ribs as well, though these were only ten feet long, meaning that instead of forming walls shaped like a grisly crown, it looked a lot more like a proper building, designed to look like a hexagonal tent or gazebo. There were even windows, with frames made of wood, giving it a much warmer, more welcoming look than the brutalist stonework that made up the rest of the town.

The door was an open frame—again of wood—and Doug led me through it.

“You two wait out here,” I said quickly to Noaich and Wowser. “We don’t want to spook this guy, right?”

Noaich nodded his agreement—or made motions that Wild Empathy translated as a nod, at least. He could have slipped through the narrow door, but Wowser’s shell could not have fit. And I didn’t want to leave either of them out here by themselves. Not when I didn’t know what to expect from this Marcus guy.

The building inside had one interior wall, which seemed an impressive display of wealth after what I’d seen in the post apocalypse. A doorway between the two rooms was blocked by a flap of cloth, but my senses gave me enough information to guess it was a bedroom. The main room was obviously meant to serve as the office for New Salem’s leader, but had a couple of other obvious purposes.

There was a large stone table in the middle of the room covered in squares of flattened tree bark crudely marked to serve as maps. That let the place serve as a command center for the town’s defenses. There were also piles of loot strewn around the edges of the room—mostly weapons and armor—but none of it was the chitinous work of the town’s crafters. This was where the actual drops from the town’s kills went. Or perhaps simply where all the junk went when everyone else had been outfitted with their crafter’s work.

There was a finely carved wooden chair at the stone table, occupied by a man. He wore that bristled spider-shell armor, but eschewed the creepy-looking helmet, which sat on the table near at hand. Unlike the other helmets I’d seen, this one was decorated with a bright yellow bandana, long enough to fly in the breeze like a pennant if he happened to be standing in hero wind.

His head was clean-shaven, with just the littlest bit of black stubble darkening his tanned scalp. In better times, he would probably have been handsome, with a strong chin and expressive features that turned into a bright smile when he saw Doug approach, but now, he looked haggard. Dark bags stood out under his brown eyes, and his smile looked just a little strained.

It was clear this guy was the leader. Marcus.

My first impression was that he was sitting in here instead of out there working with his people. But from his obvious exhaustion, he still was running himself ragged in his own way. I could respect that leadership took its own toll, but I couldn’t help but immediately compare him to James and Rachel, who were always shoulder-to-shoulder with their front line against any challenge.

“Big D,” the man said casually, addressing Doug. Despite the friendly tone, I could hear the spike of anxiety as he regarded me. “Who’s this guy? I don’t recognize him.”

“Traveler,” Doug said. “Fighter, too. Heard we were facing trouble and came to help. After I saw him fight a mantis, I knew you’d want to see him. Full-grown mantis, taken single-handed.” There was a glint of respect in his eyes as he added: “without even breaking a sweat.”

“Merc?” Marcus asked.

“Maybe,” Doug said, giving me a sidelong look.

“We’re not in any position to pay,” Marcus said to me, but gave a pained grimace. “But we’re not in any position to turn you away, either.”

“I’m no merc,” I said quickly. It's important for me to know if there are still other humans in this messed-up world. I’m here to help.”

“You’re hired, then,” Marcus said with a wary smile.

I tried not to consider this a bad sign.

It was… a bit of a struggle.

Marcus and his people were in deep trouble out here, no matter how secure and disciplined the place looked. He didn’t even ask about my class, level, or for any further details on how I’d fought the mantis.

What had I just agreed to?

“Nearest we can figure,” Marcus continued, “these bugs have to be coming from somewhere. A kind of mixed-up super-hive or something. Ants and termites and mantises and moths and everything else? They don’t work and march together. They don’t fight together. Something has got to be out there, banding them together and sending them to us.”

“Have you tried following their backtrail?”

“More than once,” Marcus said with a smirk that somehow managed to make him look even more exhausted.

“We never get far,” Doug cut in. “We have to run back here at speed ahead of the next wave when it comes down the trail.”

“It’s been more fruitful to explore off the trail,” Marcus said, gesturing at his maps. “We send out as large a team as we can spare from our defenses, map out a little more of the space, and then hope to find something.”

“I’ve got a lot of utility for a scouting mission like that,” I said quickly. My attention flicked to my Challenge Quest. Surely the scouting mission was the place to be to have my questions answered. “Let me go on the next run.”

Marcus gave Doug a dubious look. Doug stayed relatively stone-faced, but I could sense a little uncertainty from him as well. I realized then that all the other Beastmasters in town were crafters. They had likely downplayed their abilities as scouts—or had their contribution in that area overruled by their value to the town’s other needs.

“If you think he can hold his own, take him,” Marcus said to Doug. “Take him down to Little D, and see if he can find a use for him.”

Doug grunted an affirmative and made to lead me out of the command center. No doubt to go and meet with whoever was unlucky enough to earn the nickname “Little D.”


Chapter 34
The Morality Of Survival


Doug led me and my companions back through town.

During the conversation with Marcus, it seemed that the gathering of the insect bodies had finished. Most of the fighters had moved to other tasks now. More were stationed on the walls. A few were on patrol outside.

Through my Beast Hunter senses, I could see a sizable squad sweeping the surrounding forest, hunting down the insects lurking there in the aftermath of the battle.

There was a small crew of four waiting just outside the door. Doug led us toward that group, and once we left the gate, a small team of haulers moved the large stone door to cover the entrance, securing the town against attack.

We joined the crew, finding that one of them was chatting amiably while drawing a little map in the dirt between them all. The other three looked a little grimmer. Presumably, the leader known as "Little D" was dressed in mantis armor that was similar to Doug's. The other three wore the lighter termite-shell armor. As we stepped up into the conversation, I started to feel a little out of place, being the only one dressed in skins and scales instead of carapace.

“Dale,” Doug said, “this is the new guy. He’s with us today.”

“Most excellent,” Dale said immediately, not looking up from his map. “Larry was just saying he thought we were shorthanded for where we’re headed today.”

“Well, I brought plenty of hands,” I said, gesturing to Wowser and Noaich.

That got Dale’s attention.

It wasn’t until he looked up at me and my companions that I saw why Marcus had called him “Little D.” The resemblance was too strong to chalk up to chance.

Dale and Doug had the same dark brown eyes and broad noses.

From the age gap, I guessed Dale was Doug’s son.

Dale peered curiously first at me, and then at Noaich and Wowser. It took him a moment to process what he was looking at. It made me wonder what the other Beastmasters in New Salem had said about their abilities.

“Both of them yours?” Dale asked. “Or do you have a friend somewhere directing the other?”

“Yeah, both of them are mine,” I confirmed. I didn’t want to get bogged down too hard in my level and abilities, so I quickly changed the subject. “So what’s the job? Marcus said scouting. Where are we going?”

Dale turned his attention back to the map he’d drawn in the dirt. It was crude, but not unreadable. The middle was obviously marked with a little drawing of the rough crown shape of the town walls. I didn’t recognize the landmarks he’d drawn to the south and west—one of them looked like a particularly large tree, and another was just a squiggle that could have been either a rock or a turd—but southeast of town was a river. Past the river he’d drawn a little angry skull.

“All right, champ,” Dale said, poking parts of the map. “We’ve got until nightfall, and Steven’s crew went east.” He tapped the drawing of the big tree before shifting his finger to the other side of the map. “So I wanted to branch out far to the west here, on the north side of the river, and then circle north. The more distance we can cover, the better.”

“I saw signs of the insects up that way,” I cut in. I focused on my mental map from the intuit north skill and pointed to a spot north-northwest of the town. “A clearing up here was obliterated by a stampede of bugs. When I found it, I worried that I’d been too late to help you folks.”

The whole group went stone-still for a second at that. Doug and Dale were the first to move, exchanging a look.

“Did you see any signs of humans?” Dale asked. He was trying to appear calm and conversational, but I’d already read into the group’s body language pretty far.

“Do you really want an answer to that?” I asked, thinking of the broken femur sticking out of the dirt.

Dale and Doug exchanged a look again. Dale shrugged and Doug cast his gaze over the other three members of the group. After a moment, he seemed to come to a decision.

“Get moving,” Doug said, pointing west. “We ought to get clear before the next wave of bugs.”

“We’ll talk on the way, champ,” Dale said, standing up and giving me a friendly pat on the shoulder as he turned to lead the way west.

Despite Dale’s words, the group stayed grim and silent for the first several minutes of the walk. It wasn’t until New Salem was near the edge of my detection radius that someone spoke again.

“We got lucky at the start,” Dale said at last. “New Salem was a miracle for us all. Four adult sauropods dead of natural causes, and we were on the scene before the other scavengers. And there were enough of us to defend our claim.” He waved his hand through the air trying to express a sense of scope as he explained: “we had food enough for everyone for months without having to lift a finger. We could build our defenses. Hone our crafts. Make a utopia.”

“It never could have lasted,” Doug cut in. “It was never a real utopia.”

“I know,” Dale said wistfully. “But everyone was fed and happy. After what we went through when the old world ended, it was damn nice.”

“So what happened when the food ran out?” I asked, remembering how crucial Jamestown’s food stores had been.

“It stopped being damn nice,” Doug said simply.

“It all went to hell,” Dale clarified. “We had already started hunting and gathering, but we just had so few hunters and gatherers, and so many mouths. We were either going to start starving, or resorting to cannibalism. Or both.”

“We would have split before it got that bad. And some would have come with us. And then others would have struck out on their own, too. And once all the fighters were gone, everyone left would have been doomed.”

Dale looked uncomfortable. “There was… a schism.”

My brain started to put two and two together. Doug’s call-and-answer with the spider-armored man on the wall. The brutalist architecture and literally every pair of hands busy at all times. The sign that said “All Are Welcome” outside the obliterated clearing.

“‘The weak have no place in New Salem,’” I said, quoting the spider-armored fighter on the wall.

“The weak have no place in New Salem,” the others murmured, as if in near-automatic response.

“Did they leave?” I asked. “Or were they forced out?”

That question made everyone instantly uncomfortable.

I could guess at the answer.

“When the bugs started swarming us, we didn’t have a choice,” Dale said, glossing over my question. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to convince me or himself. “We couldn’t afford to starve our fighters to feed… freeloaders.”

The whole group winced at that word. None so much as Dale himself.

“Marcus kept us alive,” one of the others said tentatively. “Without his leadership, we’d all have died at the first charge. If we didn’t fall in line with his orders, we would have been overrun by the end of the day.”

The murmur of assent at that seemed genuine.

None of them liked what had happened, but to their view, they didn’t have a choice.

And I couldn’t really argue. I didn’t like the idea and their half-assed explanation made the bile rise in my throat. But this was the apocalypse. This was about survival. My opinions on morality were better saved for a time and place when humanity wasn’t fighting off our own extinction.

Or, at the very least, better saved for the man who’d actually made the decision.

My next conversation with Marcus was going to have a very different tone.

“There’s nothing to be done for them now,” Doug said at last.

“We can avenge them,” Dale argued. “Take out those damned bugs and put an end to the nightmare.”

“And for that, we need to know where they’re coming from,” I guessed.

“Exactly,” Dale said, clearly happy for the chance to turn the conversation away from the grim topic of New Salem’s exiles. “We’ve been scouting as far as we can, but no luck.”

“So what does ‘no luck’ look like?” I asked. Keeping my attention vaguely tuned to my Beast Hunter senses, I could see a few large insects skulking through the area. “Just fighting random bugs and not finding a larger source, or what?”

“Something like that,” Dale said with a smile. “We thin what we can, document what we see, and maybe we can find a larger pattern eventually.” He gestured back east, toward New Salem. “We just feed all the information back to Marcus and we’ll figure it out eventually.”

“You have a lot of faith in him.”

“We owe it to him,” Doug said, a little too sharply. “Without his leadership, we’d all have been bug food on day one.”

I wanted to point out that some people were bug food already because of his leadership, but I stopped myself. Not only because I didn’t want to start an argument, but because something was up.

The same sense of vague unease filled me as when I’d been stalked by the near-invisible Ruby Recuviid.

We were about to be ambushed.

And I sensed it coming barely a second before it struck.


Chapter 35
Eight Eyes, No Fear


The sense of danger had me stop short and start looking up and around. No one else seemed to sense anything themselves, but they still responded to my sudden stop. They joined me in looking at the surrounding forest, looking for whatever had alarmed me.

At my unspoken direction, Wowser backed off and hunkered down to protect himself, and Noaich readied for battle, keeping his Howl in his throat until the danger appeared.

Unfortunately, the danger wasn’t coming from the forest canopy nor from the surrounding trees.

It was right under our feet.

One of the others yelped as the ground beneath him suddenly tilted. A disc of what we’d mistaken for a barren patch of forest floor was moving. Needles and detritus from the forest floor slid off, revealing a smooth matte carapace that tipped to reveal giant glossy legs lunging out of the previously unseen opening.

Too many legs.

Glossy black and covered in bristling hairs.

Eight beady brown eyes sat above a pair of venom-dripping fangs in the middle of the mess.

The ambusher was a giant trapdoor spider, nearly the size of a pickup truck. Its rear of its abdomen was flat, but the rest of it was bulbous and large, and despite the creature’s giant thick legs, it was unable to support its weight, dragging it along the forest floor as it charged.

I felt my skin crawl at the sight of it. The bristles of hair, the jerking motions of its body, the slavering maw, and the unreadable octet of eyes. All of it something out of my worst nightmares.

The sooner this thing was destroyed, the better.

Thanks to my sharp senses, the giant arachnid didn’t catch us totally flat-footed. It tried to pounce on the scout who had been standing on it, but the man had been on high alert, and let out a shriek as he threw himself out of the way of the thunder of giant hairy legs.

At my unspoken order, Noaich let loose his Howl, boosting everyone’s damage. I added Enrage to it as well as I launched my attack, carving both weapons into the giant spider’s abdomen.

The giant spider’s carapace was thick, and even though my axes left deep gouges where I struck, they didn’t cut deep enough to draw blood.

It whirled to face me, letting out a chittering hiss that turned my blood ice-cold.

I barely managed to avoid freezing in fear as those eight beady eyes regarded me.

Wild Empathy translated only a single sentiment from the hissing spider.

Hunger. Hunger. Food. Hunger.

I didn’t think it was important to pass that message along to the rest of the team.

Doug and Dale moved in on the spider’s flanks. With an efficiency borne of obvious familiarity, they drew their weapons—a greatsword made of green mantis carapace for Doug, and a giant club made from dark black ant carapace for Dale—and started to batter the monster’s legs, aiming for the joints to cripple its movement. With their damage amplified by the buffs I offered—the arachnid’s carapace cracked apart quickly under their attacks.

The damage to its legs wasn’t enough to slow it down yet, and the glossy limbs pistoned out quickly, kicking Doug and Dale away. An arrow shattered against the monster’s carapace, just a foot away from one of its eyes, but the monster paid no mind to it, instead lunging at me with its dripping fangs.

I met the attack with both weapons, parrying both of the reaching fangs into each other, sparing my flesh. My strength was pushed to the limit to hold back the attack, but I managed it with a grunt of effort. Green ooze dribbled from the fangs, and the creature’s hiss sent it flying in a spray against my chest.

I felt fortunate that it just tingled a little, and didn’t seem to hurt my skin.

The other members of the scouting party joined Doug and Dale in their attempt to batter the monster’s legs, but the thick carapace was too much for them to overcome. They were doing damage, but not enough to weaken the beast.

Fortunately, I had a more effective backup prepared.

Death from above!

Noaich lunged down out of wherever he’d been climbing. He was so much smaller than the giant spider, but he struck with the benefit of gravity on his side, landing on top of the spider’s fat head. Six crocodilian legs scratched at the carapace there for purchase until one of his claws found an eye, popping it like a grape and using it as a literal toehold. His jaws reached out and snapped down on one of the arachnid’s legs, and the carapace—damaged from our allies’ attacks—splintered.

Blue blood showered from the wound.

“Holy—” one of the others yelped, the next arrow he fired going wide.

I was grateful for that. If he was aiming for the spider’s eyes, he might have hit Noaich.

Dale jumped at the opening Noaich provided, bringing his heavy carapace club down on the splintered spot on the leg, severing it entirely. There was suddenly a safe place for him to stand when the spider’s legs kicked out at him, and he was able to avoid getting punted away again.

On the other side, though, Doug got kicked in the face hard enough to send him to the ground. Despite its wounds—and the giant crocodile-beast clinging to its head, it lunged where it sensed weakness, looking to bury its venomous fangs into Doug before he could recover.

“Dad!” Dale roared, smashing the beast with his club again in an effort to get its attention.

But he was too far away.

There was no way he could save him.

But I was just a little bit closer, and a little bit faster.

I activated Spirit Surge and cast my arachnophobia aside. Dashing to Doug’s side, I leaped to meet the oncoming fangs, driving my knee directly into the side of the spider’s face. Skull Bash’s stun effect provided exactly the opening Doug needed to scramble back and away from the monster’s bite.

Hunger. Hunger. Hunger. The giant arachnid hissed at me.

“Yeah, yeah,” I snapped directly into the spider’s face. “You want to eat. But we don’t want to get eaten. I apologize for the inconvenience, but can you shut up about it?”

Talking back seemed to surprise the monster. Its hesitation was a critical error as I drove both my axes into the side of its face, cleaving one of the venom-dripping mandibles clean off.

It roared its pain in another chittering hiss.

Noaich scrambled about atop the monster, his weight insufficient to really slow it down, but whipping his tail around was unbalancing it.

The spider simply didn’t have any defenses to protect it from that direction, though, and he was able to shift and twist until he could land another solid bite against another leg.

Behind me, one of the other scouts was helping to drag Doug off the forest floor, getting him back on his feet. I saw the opportunity to end this fight quickly and safely from here. I only hoped that standing my ground here had proven myself enough to cause the others to fall in line.

“Back off,” I barked at them. “I don’t want anyone to die here. Let me finish this!”

While the others—especially Dale—looked to Doug, the big man did immediately as I bid, scrambling away from the fight. The others immediately followed suit, taking the opportunity to regroup and form more reasonable ranks than the random scattering we’d been ambushed in. Dale and Doug formed a front line while the others made a V-formation behind them.

I wasn’t going to need their help, though. Noaich had already intuited my intent, and launched himself off of the spider’s head. The beast kicked a leg out to try to strike him, but my companion’s thick scales protected him from getting more than a mild bruising.

The trapdoor spider tried to whirl to follow Noaich, but I darted in front of it, smashing one of my axes into its face again.

“Let’s not skip right to dessert,” I snapped, using Maul as I slashed the creature’s one remaining mandible to apply a bleed effect to the monster with a blast of red energy. “Finish what’s already on your plate first!”

Unfortunately, Noaich had no respect for my dramatic one-liner. With the bleed effect from Maul, as well as landing a few attacks since his last attack, several bonuses from the different tiers of Teamwork were activated. And with our allies clear of the fight, he had nothing to worry about from calling down his Comet attack.

Death from above! he repeated as the giant ice rock formed above the giant spider before crashing down in an explosion of glowing purple ice shards.

The debuff from the ability didn’t even matter. With all our stacking bonuses—and the already high damage of the attack—the giant arachnid was splattered by the decisive blow, two of its legs flying off and blue blood spraying out of a giant crack that split the monster’s abdomen.

Being that he was my pet, Noaich’s attack didn’t hurt me. I wasn’t so sure that protection would extend to Wowser and the others, so I was glad that Noaich had the presence of mind to aim his attack such that they were all outside of the blast.

It probably cut a pretty impressive figure for them, though, as the dissipating icy mist revealed me, entirely unscathed, standing over the obliterated body of the spider.


Chapter 36
False Queen


A part of me wanted to loot the giant spider before the rest of the scouting team could steal away whatever spoils there were to be had. I shoved the greedy impulse down. Considering how little threat the monster had posed to me, while one of their leaders had nearly died, it seemed like they needed the loot more than I did.

“Clean it up,” Dale said, gesturing to one of the others.

The man with the bow jumped at the order and rushed to the corpse, setting about carefully carving the monster up. It seemed I’d made the right call, because his hands were defter than mine at the task. That made sense. The people of New Salem had built a whole industry out of separating bugs of whatever value could be made from them.

Within seconds, the archer was producing valuable materials that I simply lacked the skill to preserve.

Doug gave a wordless order to the remaining scout, and the two of them fanned out, scanning the perimeter. They stayed relatively close, though, in case they found another foe.

“Impressive work,” Dale observed, jogging over to give me a hearty pat on the back. “I’m gonna be honest, I thought you were going to sacrifice yourself to take it out.”

“And you were just going to let me?” I asked, giving the giant spider corpse a disdainful look. “For something this small?”

“Spider armor makes you strong against bugs,” Dale said with a shrug. “It’s a really big deal in New Salem. Marcus already promised the next set to my dad. Imagine if you were fighting a giant bug made of hundred-dollar bills. You’d be willing to make some pretty baffling decisions to make sure you secured that money.”

“Money doesn’t help if you’re too dead to spend it,” I pointed out. “And armor doesn’t help if you’re too dead to wear it.”

“I guess I just had a read on you as the kind of guy to sacrifice yourself for others, champ,” Dale said, offering me another big grin. “Try not to take it so personal.”

I had to give him that. I was, after all, putting myself in danger for their cause just by being here. Even so, I wasn’t getting nothing out of this. From killing the giant spider, I was just a hair closer to Level 11.

More than just a pit, Noaich said, drawing my attention past the spider corpse, to where my companion was standing next to the spot where the trapdoor spider had emerged. Is a hole here.

I moved to investigate, gesturing for Dale to follow. He seemed just as surprised as I was to see that what appeared to be a shallow, spider-sized depression in the forest floor went deeper in. The hole was lined with a thin layer of silky webbing, and even now, I could see it twitch and shake, a sign that the hole was not open.

“Have you seen anything like this before?” I asked Dale. “Since these spiders are big money to you guys.”

“We normally catch them trailing the bug armies,” Dale said, staring down the dark opening with obvious trepidation. “I don’t think we’ve ever found a nest like this.”

“With me,” I said to Noaich, scrambling down into the hole. “I think there’s information to be had here.”

Dale grumbled and moved to follow as well. I wasn’t sure if he thought I was talking to him, or if he wanted to see what there was to be found for himself. Either way, Noaich slid down into the tunnel mouth behind us.

My sharpened senses were more than enough to pierce the gloom of the tunnel, but Dale was squinting even before we were all the way inside. I could see the webs along the walls jerking more energetically deeper within. As Dale waited for his eyes to adjust, I ventured into the hole, keeping my head low to avoid getting webs in my face.

It took Dale a moment to catch up, and while he had been pretty quiet while we were walking through the forest, in these cramped quarters, his every step was a cacophony of scuff noises and the scrape of his armor against itself.

I wanted to tell him to wait outside, but honestly I was happy for the company. If a second pair of venom-drenched fangs appeared in the darkness, I would be happy for his giant club to help me fend it off.

Instead, what I found was the spider’s lunch.

Three giant insects were bound in silky cocoons and stuck to the web-coated walls. One of them was already dead—a cricket the size of a horse, its carapace filled with a bubbling mixture of digestive enzymes. We’d apparently interrupted the spider in the middle of eating it. I assumed that our approach had driven it to rush to the entrance to its lair in order to ambush us for a little more seasoning for its meal.

The other two were still alive for now. One was a giant termite, whose thrashing and twitching were responsible for the movement I had seen in the web. It was fighting violently to escape, but ultimately the effort was hopeless. The termite was too tightly bound, and I could see where its struggles were causing its leathery shell to peel apart, little dribbles of milky-white ichor escaping where it was literally tearing itself apart.

Next to it was a giant ant about the size of a person, whose twitching struggles were much more calculated. It had nearly gotten one of its legs free, though I wasn’t sure what the endgame was going to be after that. Especially since it had a bleeding puncture wound in its thorax that was quietly sizzling with the same acidic smell as the dead cricket.

Both insects were making chittering noises, and there was a pheromone smell in the air. They were both trying to talk at the same time, though it was clear neither could understand the other.

Thanks to Wild Empathy, I could understand them both.

The primary message from both bugs was obviously fear and desperation. They were literally strapped to a wall next to a corpse, already being digested by a captor who they could only assume would be back shortly to finish them.

But there was another emotion running beneath it.

Anger.

False queen discord; its call infests us. False queen discord; it’s endless, the termite repeated over and over at a frantic pace, still ripping itself apart in its attempts to escape the webbing binding it in place.

The sound the sound the sound make it stop make it stop make it stop find it find it find it, the ant was muttering to itself, the message holding the same slow and calculating rhythm as its struggles to escape. Kill it kill it kill it kill the sound kill the sound kill the sound.

“What sound?” I asked the bugs, looking back between them. “What queen?”

False Queen! The termite wailed, its thrashing redoubling. False! False! False! Obey! Chaos! Pain!

The song the song the song, the ant replied, each word in time with its jerking motions as the little bristling hairs in its leg slowly came loose, getting the limb inch after inch closer to freedom, even as the acid sizzling in its body was killing it. Must dance must dance must dance violence violence violence.

“What?” Dale asked, his voice a whisper.

“They say that there’s some kind of song,” I said to him, “a false queen they have to obey. It’s making them upset, which is consistent with what’s going on in New Salem.”

“That must be the hive,” Dale replied, eyes lighting up with excitement. “Where is it?”

“Where’s the queen?” I asked the bugs. “Where is the song coming from?”

Violence violence violence. The ant got its leg free at last, and started flailing it directly at me, reaching for my face, even though I was a good five feet too far away to reach. Kill kill kill.

“How about you,” I said to the termite. “Tell me where the queen is and I promise I’ll go deal with her right away.”

Discord! Pain! The termite gave another thrash, and there was a wet ripping sound. A river of milky ichor flowed. The creature’s struggles started to slow. False queen! False queen of discord!

The termite went slack after a few seconds, its intense struggles causing it to kill itself in panic. Meanwhile, the ant’s contributions had become single-minded, clawing at the air in my direction and repeatedly calling for my death.

It wasn’t slowing down yet, but I could see that the rest of its body had given up the fight. The ant knew that the one free leg was all it was going to manage.

I considered my challenge quest with chagrin. This wasn’t anywhere near enough information to push on to the next stage. I had to do better than this if I wanted to make progress toward protecting New Salem.

“I don’t think we’re going to learn anything useful here,” I said to Dale. “We need a live one.” I gestured to the ant’s wound, which would kill the giant bug in a minute or two more. “Or one with hope of living.”

Dale had to squint in the darkness to see what I was talking about. A peculiar look crossed his face. Before I could ask, he stepped up, swatting the bug’s flailing leg out of the way with his club before cracking it down on the giant bug’s head. The blow split the bug’s carapace open like a melon, spattering the cave wall and floor with a mixture of insect goo and sizzling digestive enzymes.

It was a quick and brutally efficient act of mercy. I found myself wondering why I didn’t do it myself.

“I didn’t think you could talk to them,” Dale said as he stepped back, flicking his club to send the wet mess clinging to it dribbling to the floor. “The others have said that the bugs attacking us are full of anger and nothing else.”

“I think it’s the song the ant was talking about,” I explained as I gave Noaich the silent command to lead us back out to the surface. “My best guess is that it’s making them violent, and by the time they get to New Salem, they’re absolutely overwhelmed.”

“We’ll get better answers from insects that haven’t totally lost it yet,” Dale guessed, tapping his chin as he followed Noaich and I out of the cave. “Do you think you could get a better answer out of a captured bug that’s farther away?”

“And more alive,” I agreed.

“I know just the place,” Dale said with a sly smirk.


Chapter 37
Big Nope Zone


We emerged from the spider’s lair to find that the spider itself was entirely disassembled. The archer had reduced it to a pile of blueish gore that was almost unrecognizable.

Dale hadn’t been kidding about the value of spider parts in New Salem.

These guys weren’t leaving a single scrap behind.

“We’re taking a side trip,” Dale announced. “And we’re going deeper than any man has gone before.”

I was about to make a joke about that, but from the way the other members of the scouting party went quiet, I could tell that this wasn’t the time. Whatever Dale had in mind was not the small endeavor I’d expected.

“You don’t mean—” began the man with the bow.

“Yes,” Dale said firmly. “We’ve got a better chance now than we ever had before.”

He reached over and clapped me on the shoulder.

“Dale,” Doug said warningly, but said nothing else. Apparently his tone conveyed a whole sentence from the way Dale immediately bristled.

“This isn’t just for the spider bits,” Dale said quickly. “Our new friend can get us the answers we need. We can know the location of the hive in just a couple hours, instead of having to scour the forest for the rest of our lives!”

“It’s not a hive,” I pointed out. “It’s a queen. Some malevolent force that the bugs are no happier about than you lot are.”

Doug looked back and forth between Dale and I. He didn’t say anything, but he gave a nod that conveyed to me that he wasn’t going to argue further. The other two men were looking between Dale and Doug, visibly pale now that it seemed they were actually doing… whatever it was we were going to do.

“Right then,” I said, looking around. “So where are we going?”

The other two looked at me as if I’d just asked the stupidest question they’d ever heard.

“It has a few names,” the one with the bow said.

“Most of us just call it the Big Nope Zone,” the other said, shifting his feet uneasily. The way his hands touched a spot on his termite-leather armor, I could tell he was feeling under-geared for whatever we were about to go do.

“I call it the Spider Forest,” Doug said flatly.

That put everything into perspective.

A place filled with spiders would be tremendously dangerous, but a lucrative opportunity for the daring, if New Salem was reliant on spider armor for survival. That was why Doug was concerned—he thought Dale was after riches.

And, of course, it made it clear why everyone was spooked.

“I just need to find a bug that will talk to me,” I said. “It doesn’t have to be caught by a spider.”

“It has to be neutralized somehow,” Dale argued. “Whatever evil song you said is affecting them is making them shoot first and ask questions later. Every time we’ve run into bugs out in the wilds, it immediately attacks and fights to the death. Having a spider do our dirty work is just the best option.”

I considered my Charming ability, and its ability to pacify a monster. If what Dale was saying was true, though, the insects would fling themselves into combat on contact, raising their resistance to the ability. And considering the rage filling them from the song driving them, the system might offer them even more resistance than I could anticipate. I could get lucky and push through, but if I failed, it would become a big waste of time for the long cooldown on the ability.

Dale was right. Finding something already subdued by a spider gave us the best chance of getting it to talk to us for more than a few seconds.

And even if we couldn’t learn anything, if we got enough spider carapace to armor an army, the trip could still turn the tide. My overarching objective here was protecting people from harm. I could do that by helping them arm themselves if I couldn’t solve their whole problem at a single stroke. Just running up on a big bug and slapping it with Charming didn’t have a backup plan attached.

It was possible that Dale had a twinge of greed pushing this plan. But that greed might be needed to protect the people from the never-ending swarm. Especially if whatever we learned was going to lead us into battle against a powerful queen with the insect army in her thrall. A few more pieces of coveted spider armor could make or break that battle.

The system seemed to agree. My empty Challenge Quest slot popped up with an ominously titled quest to push me to go along with Dale’s plan.

Arachnicide
The Spider Forest is a potential source of many resources, not the least of which is information. Venture into the dangerous lair and rescue one insect from death (0/1) and kill giant spiders for crafting materials. (0/3)

“I guess we’re going into the Big Nope Zone, then,” I said, gesturing to Dale. “Lead on.”

Doug and the other two scouts seemed chagrined by the lack of other options, but Dale was visibly excited. I could tell from the tension in the group that this was a big deal.

I probably shouldn’t have been so flippant about it.

Though perhaps I was just trying to force my own mild arachnophobia to the back of my mind before we walked into some place called “the Spider Forest”.

Dale led us south, which sparked a little bit of alarm in me. My sense of direction warned that I’d moved north from the location of Jamestown—and from Rachel’s camp. The idea that a mob of giant spiders might be in striking distance of my friends set me on high alert. I was quickly able to dispel the notion, though.

Since leaving Jamestown, I may have gone under two days’ walk north, but I’d just jogged west for almost three days. Jamestown would be days away, and Rachel’s camp was even farther west of that.

The Spider Forest was probably not a threat to either of them.

That said, the Spider Forest was definitely a very real threat to us. While Dale took the lead, I tried to follow close at his side—if any threat appeared from the front, I wanted to be able to use the advantage of my high level to protect him. Doug brought up the rear with Noaich and Wowser falling in line alongside him.

But the other two scouts—who had spread out a bit when we’d first walked out into the forest—were staying very close on the sides.

Their fear was palpable. As much as Dale covered it with determination, and Doug was able to mask it with pure stoicism, all four of them were terrified of what was to come.

I felt a sense of grim certainty among them that some of them would not come home alive from this venture.

“Does anyone happen to be just three days away from retirement?” I asked, trying to lighten the mood.

“Probably Larry,” the bowman said, pointing at the other. “He’s an old man.”

“I’m only two years older than you, Greg,” Larry grumbled.

“Yeah, practically a fossil,” Greg agreed.

“I’m older than both of you,” Dale pointed out. “And I’ve got at least half a century in me before I start to slow down.”

Doug gave a wordless grunt, which was enough to make Dale bark out a laugh.

“We shouldn’t be worried, then,” I said. “As long as nobody changes into a red shirt or starts talking about a sweetheart back home, we’ll all get through this just fine.” I looked at Dale before adding: “just remember, when we get there, let me do the talking.”

“Yeah,” Dale said with a smirk, “I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

I didn’t have to ask when we were approaching the Spider Forest. My extended detection radius picked up on it well before our approach. It wasn’t the same uneasy sense of danger, though. I could sense the spiders.

And it wasn’t because they were bad at hiding.

There were simply too many of them for the whole group to succeed on their Stealth skill checks. They were in the trees. They were under the ground. They were prowling the forest floor.

They were simply everywhere.

There was a definite border between the regular forest and the spiders’ territory. Like the trapdoor spider’s den, there was a curtain of gossamer webbing coating every surface. Here and there, near-invisible strands of web stretched between the trees, reminding me of Parker’s tripwires. But more numerous were the much thicker cable-like web ropes. They were thick and taut, and through my senses I could watch them support spiders the size of horses as they slowly crept their way around their territory, busying themselves with reinforcing the web network connecting every surface.

“Remember,” Dale said, “let the new guy do the talking. And stay close. If anybody offers you candy for getting into their windowless white panel van, just say no.”

“No promises if there are Girl Scout cookies,” Greg said, just barely managing to keep the quaver of fear out of his voice. “I’d kill a man for some Thin Mints.”

“All right, if there are Thin Mints, we stick with Greg,” Dale said. “Otherwise, follow Colin’s lead.”

I could already sense a few dozen eyes regarding us as we approached the web-smothered part of the forest.

The spiders knew we were here, but there wasn’t really anything to be done about it. Not only were the rest of the group lower level—and possibly not as proficient in stealth skill than me—but there was no way I could sneak in here even alone.

Even if I was invisible, and rolling non-stop successes on stealth, this next part was unavoidable.

I took a single step across the threshold between forest and Spider Forest.

And onto the carpet of interconnected webbing that coated every surface.


Chapter 38
Trapped Like A Moth


The Spider Forest seemed to wake up.

I knew we were being watched as we approached, but once my foot actually touched the webbing, I realized that half of the innocuous rocks and tree knots and stumps in the area were not just parts of the landscape.

They were spiders.

Some smaller, some larger, but all way bigger than any spider has any right to be.

As soon as I disturbed the web, we went from a vague curiosity of a few dozen arachnids to the sole and complete focus of hundreds of beady little eyes.

They didn’t swarm us immediately.

I was grateful for that.

With the raw numbers looking at us now, I was sure that even if I was overwhelmingly over leveled—which was no guarantee—they could have drowned us under a tide of eight-legged bodies.

As I took another step, they all started moving, but did not attack. They seemed to form a ring around my intrusion, keeping themselves about fifty feet away through the trees. Some of the smaller ones dared to venture closer, but only when they could keep near a tree to have cover to scuttle behind.

It was deeply unsettling. Doug, Dale, and the others went from keeping a tight fighting formation to being suddenly right on top of me.

Should I wait here? Wowser asked.

I shook my head. Leaving him behind was asking to get him swarmed when we were too far away to protect him. I needed him here with us to protect him. Not to mention that it seemed any fight that broke out was going to be a massive swarm fight, which was exactly his area of expertise.

“So what’s the plan?” Dale asked anxiously.

“Just follow my lead,” I said firmly, trying to project confidence as I led us deeper into the web-coated forest.

As we tromped into the web-filled forest, I swatted aside the thin strands that stretched between the trees when I saw them.

I tried not to flinch when I didn’t see them and they broke against my face.

While they were nearly invisible, they were still stronger than I felt should be possible. It wasn’t the bare whisper of silky nothingness. It was the tangible snap of breaking thread, followed by the clinging sensation of a sticky string on my face or neck or chest.

And all the while, the spiders lurked.

The ones ahead retreated from our advance, and the ones behind closed in and crept closer, always maintaining a safe ring of distance.

They were all sizes. The ones bold enough to move closer were smaller. Ranging from the size of a housecat to the size of a beagle. Beyond that, in the shadowy woods beyond, I could see larger specimens.

Arachnids the size of horses.

Cars.

Trucks.

And on the very edges, where my detection radius could see what my eyes couldn’t, there were a couple that were the size of trailer homes. Those moved between the trees to keep close, but never coming into open view.

As well as the variety of sizes, they were also in varying shapes.

Big sluggish orbweavers clung to the trees, usually just letting us pass instead of following, and then descending to the forest floor after we’d passed to repair the damaged webs we’d walked through. Those that circled us, constantly moving, looked more like wolf spiders, with two giant eyes at the front of their heads and smaller eyes studding their heads around them.

I tried to ignore what they were saying, but with them in every direction, it was hard to shut them out entirely.

Mother, Mother, they chanted. Mother comes. Mother comes for them.

Tasty morsels, they said. Tasty morsels, but few, and small. Surely Mother will not miss them.

Mother can have them, they hissed and chittered, Wild Empathy expressing the mirth and excitement in their words. Mother can have their wrapped bodies. Let us wrap them. Wrap them up for Mother.

“You can try,” I yelled, trying to address the voice that spoke last. “But I assure you, the bodies she finds will be yours.”

Meat that speaks! the spiders hissed. They moved back, expanding the circle around us. The smaller, curious ones that had ventured closer skittered away. Meat that speaks! Meat that speaks!

I couldn’t tell if they were afraid or somehow offended. But I was willing to accept whatever it meant if it bought us a little breathing room.

“What was that about?” Dale asked.

“You have two choices here,” I said. “You can ask again, and I’ll tell you, or everyone here but me gets to remain blissfully ignorant.”

Dale seemed to decide against asking again after that.

Despite my threat, the chants of Mother, Mother, didn’t abate. Whatever they were talking about was not reduced by my threat. I found myself desperately hoping that the spiders had found religion, and were praying for a fictitious spider god to come and kill me, rather than warning of the coming of a real entity.

I knew it was naïve to hope. But at present, it was really my only option.

About a hundred yards into the spider forest, I finally detected a possible objective through my Beast Hunter senses. Almost straight ahead—just a little to the right—and twelve feet off the ground. A winged insect was struggling in a thicker spiderweb, trying to fight its way free. A sluggish orbweaver spider about the size of a human was creeping toward it, moving in for the kill and savoring its prey’s struggles.

“This way,” I snapped. “Hurry.”

I picked up the pace as much as I dared. The spiders reacted with obvious panic to the change, scuttling to move out of my way and avoid me—chittering meat that speaks all the while—but they still didn’t attack.

It occurred to me why they weren’t attacking as I watched the orbweaver stalking its way toward its prey.

Fear. They weren’t attacking because it might be a fair fight.

They were waiting for us to get tripped up on webbing before they struck.

And that simply was not a problem. Doug, Dale, Larry, and Greg were staying very close, and watching their footing. Noaich’s low-slung body and extra legs meant he had all the leverage and strength to push through. Wowser simply plowed his way through the webs like a bulldozer, leaving behind a path of cleared forest floor as they split before him.

It meant we could move at speed to rush to the defense of the insect—our possible lead in the hunt for the Queen of Discord.

After a few seconds, we burst out into something of a clearing. Well, a clearing wasn’t quite the word for it as much as it was a spot where I could stand and be ten feet away from the nearest tree.

At the east end of the clearing was a giant spider web woven between two trees. It was huge and intricate, stretching up from the lower reaches of the canopy down to the forest floor. Trapped in it and struggling was a giant moth, with a nearly four-foot wingspan. Its brown-and-yellow wings flapped wildly as webbing clung to its fuzzy legs and tail.

Despite the web’s thin strands, they were holding tight against the struggle.

An orbweaver spider—its black carapace bearing green markings that would hide it in the canopy foliage—was slowly creeping its way down the web toward it, already salivating at the meal to come. It dwarfed the moth by a ridiculous proportion, each leg being nearly six feet long, with its bulbous abdomen being nearly eight feet from the segment that separated it from its head to the thick spinnerets at its end.

The song! the moth screamed. How can’t you hear it? How does it not drive you mad? How do you sit here in its midst and ignore it?

“Hey!” I yelled up at the spider. “You leave that one alone! This is what we’re here for, and we’re going to take it!”

Meat that speaks, the chittering call went through the spiders in the surrounding forest, almost like a chorus. Meat that speaks. Meat that speaks.

The orbweaver ignored me, its front limbs reaching for the moth, looking to grab at the bug to start wrapping it in webbing—or to go simply for the kill to stop its struggling.

“Hey! I’m talking to you!” I bellowed. I drew one of my axes. “This is your final warning! Drop it or die!”

Meat that speaks, the others chorused. Morsels for Mother. Morsels for mother.

The moth’s panic reached a fever pitch as the reaching legs of the spider brushed its wing.

The arachnid simply didn’t think I was worth paying attention to. And surrounded as we were by a swarm of a score of spiders, I could understand why it would think that.

But I didn’t intend to make myself a liar.

I said it was my last warning.

I had to follow through.

Mistral Reach let me send a swipe of my axe blurring across the clearing. The greenish bolt striking the reaching leg of the spider. To my surprise, despite the monster’s tremendous size, the shell parted beneath the swing like a spiderweb before the sweep of a knife. The leg tumbled to the forest floor, followed by a spray of blue-black ichor. The spider let out a chittering shriek and recoiled from the pain.

“I said back off!” I roared, trying to sound a lot bigger than I was. All around us, the ring of the spiders watching us shrank in. The nearest of the giant spiders skulking were now only twenty feet away. “The moth is mine! Leave it alone, or the next one goes through your head!”

The spider lunged—not at me, but at the moth—calling my bluff.

I didn’t hesitate.

I lashed out with Mistral Reach again, drawing my other axe to send a second swipe right on the heels of the first. The two strikes together split the arachnid’s head clean in half, sending it tumbling to the forest floor with a wet splat. My Arachnicide challenge quest ticked up one kill.

The spiders surged closer, the threat of their attack looming large, but they held position around the edge of the small clearing. A confrontation was coming, but I could sense the hesitation. Killing the huge orbweaver in seconds had shown the spiders that I was strong. It had set the stage for what level of threat I was. I was too dangerous to ignore, but the other spiders could see that I was not to be messed with. I would rip through them if they attacked.

But instead of attacking, they just chanted.

Mother, Mother, Mother, they sang.

Mother comes.


Chapter 39
Mother May I


The orbweaver’s corpse caught some of the silk strands, breaking them with its weight as it fell. It was just enough that the moth was able to break the few strands still tethering it, though the fuzzy flier fell to the ground beside the spider’s body. The webs clinging to it bound its body and wings in such a way that it couldn’t flap away. The thick coat of fuzz covering the insect was instantly swamped by the carpet of webbing on the forest floor.

My first instinct was to go to it. We were here to talk to a big insect to get some answers, and if I could secure it and stop it from escaping—or becoming lunch for another giant spider—we could beat a hasty retreat before things escalated further, quest be damned.

But unfortunately, things escalated further.

Mother appeared.

I wasn’t sure how the creature managed to evade my senses and get so close before appearing. It either had some tremendous stealth skill for something so large, or it had some form of teleportation. But it was above us in the trees before I even knew it was there. The sudden appearance drew a terrified yelp from Greg, which only barely failed to drown out Larry’s whimper.

It was the size of a house.

Eight giant legs, each one nearly four feet around, anchored it to the nearby trees as its massive body loomed in the shadowy darkness that seemed to cling to it.

Its head was almost disc-shaped, twelve feet in diameter. The beady black eyes that studded it were the size of dinner plates, save for the two at the front, which were giant ovals, three feet all and seeming to glow a sinister blue as it gazed down at us.

The abdomen that trailed behind it looked thirty-five feet long and disproportionately bulbous compared to the size of its head, but as I watched, I saw it bulge and shift unnaturally. It looked unreal and eldritch for a second before I finally figured out what I was looking at.

Hundreds of smaller spiders were clinging to its abdomen, swarming and crawling all over each other. Each one was only about the size of my head, but there were so many that I couldn’t see the Mother’s actual abdomen through the swarming mass of them.

WHO. DARES.

The giant monster’s speech seemed deafeningly loud through Wild Empathy’s translation, which I knew meant that the arachnid’s intent was to be screaming.

WHO. DARES. IN. MY. REALM.

Meat that speaks, the others chanted. Mother, Mother. Meat that speaks comes before you.

YOU. KILL. MY. BROOD. the creature bellowed. YOU. KNOW. THE. COST.

“Mother!” I called up at it. My own voice seemed to be coming from someone else, as my conscious mind had to battle down my swelling arachnophobia. “Good evening! Sorry for the mess, but I need this moth! We’re just going to take it and go! Okay, good-bye! Love you!”

“What are you—” Dale hissed quietly from behind me.

The tank-sized spider roared, its fangs parting and spraying dribbles of spider-spit and purplish venom. Its giant legs started to move, slowly lowering it down toward us.

It was pretty obvious that it was moving to attack.

The rest of the spiders didn’t wait for Mother to lead the charge.

They surged in from all sides.

More than that, the smaller spiders launched themselves from Mother’s back by the dozen, using strands of thick web to break their fall as they descended at speed toward the forest floor to rush in at us.

I couldn’t hesitate. If I let them close in on their own terms, we were dead. Our only chance was to go on the offensive and crush these bugs before they could drown us in sheer numbers.

I activated Enrage immediately and wordlessly directed Noaich to use Howl as well. Though the power of Teamwork, both buffs were propagated to the others as well. I didn’t even need to direct Wowser to hunker down and protect himself from the oncoming attack, but his spiked tail was going to be contributing to the fight, even if he wasn’t my active pet.

Charging toward the giant spiders felt very stupid. But my alternative was to wait and watch them charge in at me, and honestly that felt worse. Their Mother’s ire was focused pretty intently on me, so maybe I might move the focus of the charge a little and spare Dale and company the worst of the fight. Noaich stuck right beside me, too, eager to display his power.

The first spiders that approached were only a foot or so across. If I brought my feet down hard enough, they splattered on impact under my raptor scale boots.

I was suddenly grateful for them. I couldn’t imagine the internal bedlam I would experience from the feeling of bug shells and guts on my bare feet if I was still wearing just the ankle wraps.

Some of them reared back and leaped to get above my stomping boots, but my axes were quicker, reaching down and smashing them out of the air.

Despite the fear I felt—and the fear they clearly didn’t feel—these spiders seemed very low level compared to me. I was able to cleave through them easily.

Just the same, they kept coming.

I could barely keep aware of my surroundings as I kept smooshing the big spiders as they threw themselves at me, heedless of their own lives.

It wasn’t long before larger spiders started to reach me. I could stomp on a spider the size of a dinner plate, but a spider the size of a Great Dane was too tall an order for my boot.

My axes were more than up to the task, though.

Blue-black ichor and fragments of carapace flew in the trail of my weapons. The kill count on my quest came and went even before I could even properly say I was in a fight. The combined attack speed of Conviviality and my axe’s passive effect turned my attacks to a blinding blur, and as increasingly giant spiders approached from all sides, I was able to keep ahead of the tide, cleaving through glossy carapace and hairy legs at tremendous speed.

Noaich was able to protect my back, the thrashing of his tail and the snapping of his jaws turning bugs into bits just as fast as I could do so. Despite his growth pushing him toward wizardry, he was still a literal beast in combat, absolutely obliterating any foe foolish enough to think they could take me unaware from behind.

Farther back, I caught brief glimpses of the scouting crew. They were using Wowser as a wall to put their back to, and while Dale, Doug, and Larry formed a front line, Greg sent flurries of arrows at the oncoming bugs as fast as his hands could move. The four of them were struggling to gain any ground, but with the combined buffs from Noaich and I, they were able to stay on their feet and keep fighting. It did seem to be helping that the bulk of the swarm was focused on me, and the forces attacking them seemed incidental at best.

Wowser’s shell was absolutely impenetrable by the spiders. Their fangs couldn’t break through, and even as larger spiders approached, they lacked the physical strength to uproot him from his position. And the back-and-forth flailing of his spiked tail splattered bug guts every which way whenever it made contact.

We could hold.

We could win.

We just had to keep it up until the spiders’ morale broke.

All things considered, they were less of a threat than the raptors, and I’d beaten them, too.

Please.

I almost jumped out of my skin at the sensation of something beneath me saying something other than Mother or Meat that speaks.

In between reducing spiders to split-open corpses, I glanced down.

In the fighting, I’d hacked my way to stand over the moth. I quickly planted my feet on either side of its fuzzy body and stood my ground, keeping the thing from getting crushed under foot—either mine, or the ever-growing spiders that were chittering hungrily for my blood.

Please, the moth beseeched me. The False Moon Song. Begs for violence.

“I’m a bit busy here,” I grunted. A spider the size of a horse reached out at me with its fangs, forcing me to duck low before coming up with an uppercut blow with both axes to carve those fangs right off the front of its head. “I can’t play riddle-games in the dark here.”

Free me, the moth begged. I must fight. The song demands it.

I honestly couldn’t think of a way that a little moth could hurt my situation. If it tried to attack me, it wasn’t going to be any more of a threat than these spiders were, and these spiders were coming apart at the seams from how hard I was striking them. If I had to kill the moth and find another bug to tell me what was going on, that was hardly the worst thing that would happen to me today.

As soon as there was a second’s lull I dipped low and slashed one axe through the bit of webbing binding the moth’s wings. I couldn’t help more than that, though, as another spider was trying to sink its teeth into my face before I could stand back up.

I couldn’t really pay attention to what the moth was doing for a few seconds. The number of smaller spiders launching themselves at me was redoubling, and I realized it was the hangers-on from Mother finally reaching me. Their numbers were just so insane that even with our buffs, Noaich and I could barely keep up. His fat tail whipped through the air with the force of a pro-league baseball bat, but I still needed both hands to fight off the oncoming flurry of flying bugs.

There was a fluttering at my feet, and suddenly the moth took to the air. Webs still clung to its brown-and-yellow fur, but none of the strands were impeding its movement now as it flew up into the air. While my quest to solve New Salem’s larger issues remained unchanged, freeing the moth was enough to progress the Arachnicide quest to completion. A small victory in the face of what we were up against.

A faint glow suffused the insect. Reddish-yellow energy gathered around its body before focusing on its fuzzy antennae. The glow shimmered and vibrated for a moment before the moth emitted an uncanny shriek. It was somewhere between a screaming woman and tortured metal.

I could feel the physical vibrations wash over me, tingling, but with no pain.

The spiders around me were not so lucky.

The mystic scream from the moth caused their carapaces to split open like they were suffering strikes from a thousand tiny hammers. Its mysterious attack was so sudden and devastating that it actually bought me and Noaich a few seconds of breathing room. Even the spiders—heedless of their death by my hands—flinched back, trying to avoid launching themselves into the path of the damaging scream.

No matter what happened from here, I was infinitely grateful to the moth for that moment of breathing space.

Because Mother was on the ground now, and scuttling straight for me, filling me with the sensation of being on the ocean in a rubber dinghy with a battleship bearing down on it.


Chapter 40
No Fear


Fighting the giant spider monster thundering toward me was not an attractive option.

But the alternative was getting smothered by her brood.

The closer she got, the denser the crowd of small arachnids from her abdomen became as they attacked me. Now, with her towering above me, they were crawling over her head and launching themselves off of her face to rain down on me as fast as possible.

I only had a short time to plan my next move, so I had to make it count.

The shimmering scream from our temporary moth ally splattered them for a second or two, but when the effect ended, I was going to have to be ready to fight not just the hail of spiders, but the mass of Mother’s more independent followers when they surged in around me again.

In my mind, I started from the end. I immediately knew how I was going to kill Mother and end the fight. It was an easy move to see. I started working backwards from there, figuring out the best way to produce that opening. And then how to get into position for that opening. And how to get—

The moth’s magic ran out before I could draw the whole plan backwards to where I was now. My attention was suddenly consumed by the rush of dozens of spider fangs reaching for my skin, and my very intense desire to not test my constitution against their poisons.

My axes flew in a blur, slicing through spiders in every direction. Without the bonus attack speed from Conviviality thanks to Noaich’s proximity, there would have been no way to keep ahead of the incoming attacks. Even with it, my skills were being pushed to their limits, and more than once I felt a bristled spider limb brush against me before I could smash my axe into an eight-eyed face just inches from my body.

Noaich was faring far better. It seemed my title as ‘meat that speaks’ was somehow relevant, and so the spiders were focused on getting at me rather than getting him out of the way. His thick hide meant that any attacks against him were pretty well-foiled. Noaich had turned himself into a fearsome dervish of teeth, tail, and claws, demolishing everything that dared try to approach me from my blind spot.

I knew where I needed to be; I just had to improvise my way there.

And I had the tools to do it.

“Get back to the others,” I grunted to Noaich, “but be ready. You’ll know what I need when I need it!”

I activated Spirit Surge and the whole world seemed to make just a little more sense. Being literally in over my head in combat meant that the sudden spike in my weapon skills translated to a much firmer understanding of how to navigate my surroundings.

A giant spider the size of a pickup truck—a wolf spider counterpart to the trapdoor spider we had fought earlier—was trying to move to stand over me so that it could attack me from above… or crush me under its remains if I killed it clumsily.

I lunged forward, forcing it to adjust its footing, and then reversed direction. My axes lashed out, one deflecting another of Mother’s raining brood, and the other cleaving through the giant wolf spider’s leg at the second joint.

Noaich was already following my order, but he had to make a dramatic exit. He snapped his jaws down on the side of a spider’s abdomen and threw himself into a death roll. His hard-scaled body and thrashing tail meant that as he obliterated the spider he was holding, he battered and bludgeoned every spider between him and Dale’s group. Only a few of them were outright slain, but where the injuries he dished out didn’t immobilize the spiders, they were significantly slowed down and weakened.

I secured what I needed, though. As Noaich extended the distance between us, Conviviality’s bonus moved from attack speed to move speed, which would make repositioning way faster.

The giant wolf spider struggled to attack down at me, angling the swipe of its fangs so that it could body-slam me with its momentum if I stood my ground and parried or cut away the fangs. Instead, I needed to move. I had to get into position.

I dove out of the way of the attack, and on the way ran my axe cleanly through its other front leg. The lack of balance caused it to drive its fangs into the ground.

Well, not really the ground so much as the calf-deep pile of dead spider parts that had been my feet.

MEAT. THAT. SPEAKS. Mother roared as I ran toward her. YOU. WILL. BE. MY. MORSEL.

A giant bristle-covered leg descended at me. It was a crude approximation of the stomping I’d done to her brood just a moment ago.

Thanks to the increased skill from Spirit Surge, I could see just how to move to let the attack smash the ground right next to me as I set my feet and slammed both axes into the side of the leg.

The broodmother of the Spider Forest was no pushover. Not only did her size stop me from cleaving cleanly through her giant foot, but her carapace was thick and burly, and while I drew blue-black blood, I only opened a pair of deep scratches rather than anything that could properly be called a cut.

The little spiderlings rushing off of her abdomen toward me were now swarming down her leg, leaping as soon as they were in range to attack.

My axes were able to deftly catch them as they came, but I had to keep moving. I had to get into position.

A line of pain lit up my back. A spider the size of a small dog had come around behind me and lunged where I couldn’t defend myself. I felt the pulse of poison entering my system, but it was just a little tick of damage. Not enough to slow me down.

I turned and sent my foot on an arc behind me, using Savage Claws to splatter five small arachnids at once before they could leap on me in my moment of weakness.

Stepping away from Mother’s giant leg was my next plan, but not before carving into it one more time, driving my axe into the leg and activating Maul as I did so. The blast of red energy clipped a few of the smaller spiderlings, and the smaller foes were split open in seconds by the potent bleed effect. The attack against Mother wasn’t quite so stark, but I still left a gaping wound that freely poured blue-black ichor.

I was catching up to the plan. In just a moment, my victory would be assured.

Spirit Surge gave me the confidence and skill to carve my way through the surrounding spiders, making for the next of Mother’s eight legs. She tried to turn to keep me in front of her, but she was big and slow while I was small and fast. I smashed my axes into the next leg as soon as I could, seeking to keep the bleed effect from Maul rolling while I finished getting into position. I added Snare to this attack, and while the shadows that seemed to cling to the massive spider made it hard to tell, I could feel the deep blue energy of the ability suffuse her form, slowing her down even more.

As spiderlings swarmed down this next leg toward me, I turned and broke directly away from it. I heard chittering frustration from the smaller spiders, but they were no less eager to give chase. I ran for the nearest tree, knowing this next part was going to be a challenge.

Mother let out a low roar of pain, and I spared a quick glance to see the brown-and-yellow moth flying over the tremendous arachnid, a strange dusty powder falling from its wings. It glittered like moonlight, and where it fell over the broodmother, the bristly hairs sprouting from its chitinous shell were seared away with little flashes of red flame. It wasn’t hot enough to immolate the giant creature, but it must have hurt a lot from the way the giant body shuddered with rage. Where the dust struck spiderlings, though, the little critters basically evaporated like flash paper.

DESTROY. Mother roared. KILL. FEAST.

This order seemed to confuse the swarm. They were supposed to be fighting the ‘meat that speaks,’ but now another directive had been issued before that task was done.

Were they supposed to ignore me now?

It was just enough of a distraction for me to get into position. The tree was coated in spiderwebs, and so it was literally made out of sticky hand- and foot-holds for me. Combined with my climb skill, I was able to swarm ten feet up before the nearest spider even knew where I was going.

I reached over my shoulder with one axe—now coated in a thin layer of webbing—to swipe at Mother again with Mistral Reach. The greenish energy projectile cut into the side of her face and kept Maul’s bleed effect active.

Spiders were swarming up after me. I got another ten feet up the tree. As fast as I was going compared to what I would have been capable of without the system, they were tremendously faster. They were going to catch me.

I felt a fuzzy leg grab my foot and stop my ascent.

Was I going to be able to come up with a new plan? Or was I going to get dragged down and ripped apart before I had the chance?

Right before my whole plan was spoiled, though, a tortured scream came from the air above me. The moth fluttered by, its serene movements in stark contrast to the way that the shimmering scream from its antennae blasted my arachnid pursuers off the side of the tree in broken chunks.

“Noaich!” I bellowed once I was thirty feet off the ground—just a little way above the broodmother’s head. “Nuke it from orbit! It’s the only way to be sure!”

He didn’t need to be told twice.

A massive icy rock appeared in the sky above Mother and smashed down right on its head. Scattering shards of glowing purple ice shredded spiderlings by the score. The broodmother itself was suffused in the glow that would reduce its damage.

This was my chance.

“Death from above!” I screamed as I kicked off the tree and sent myself flying toward the building-sized arachnid.


Chapter 41
Wrecking Ball


For a brief moment, I flew.

The combination of my high strength stat and my acrobatics skill meant that my leap was absolutely superhuman.

I sailed through the air with the deadly grace of a lawn dart, in a smooth and purposeful arc that would end on top of the giant spider broodmother’s head.

I led with my axes, coiling both arms and slashing out with both weapons at once as soon as I came within arms’ reach. As I’d calculated, all my damage boosts came together. Enrage and Howl combined with the various Teamwork buffs—including the buff from Noaich’s Comet debuff being active—meant that I carved through Mother’s carapace with ease, leaving a giant X-shaped wound. I took a deep breath of air and held it.

And then I slammed into the crossed wounds head-first.

I activated Biter and Diamond Hide before I struck, and tucked my arms and legs in. With my momentum, the X-shaped wound, and the multipliers to my attack, my whole body plunged into the creature’s head.

My momentum wasn’t arrested at all as I splattered my way through the giant spider’s innards. There was a sharp pain in my head and neck from the impact, but I was tense and ready, and the extra defense of Diamond Hide—combined with the simple fact that it was technically fall damage, and so subject to the damage reduction from my Freefall achievement—meant that I endured the impact.

The tremendous spider’s carapace, however, was not so lucky.

CRACK.

My head and shoulders burst out into the open air again before I came to a stop. I was lodged firmly in the opening I had busted out through the monster’s chitinous shell. My instinct was to gasp a fresh breath of air now, but I could hold it quite a bit longer. And I had to, as blue-black ichor and chunks of flesh flooded out of the opening I’d made. If I wasn’t covered in spider goo already, the gush of it from using my body as a missile certainly guaranteed it.

I had to tense my arms to force the opening just a little wider so that I could move. Once I could bring my physical strength to bear, I blindly lashed out, using both my axes to smash into the inside of the carapace on the underside of the broodmother’s head. Three strikes from that unusual angle, and bits of carapace started to fall away, widening the opening and letting me drop free.

My acrobatics skill was high enough to let me turn over in the air and land on my feet instead of my head. This was particularly beneficial because I landed on top of a spider the size of a sedan, and the impact of my landing flattened it, sending more spider guts in all directions.

The rain of gore from the through-and-through wound I’d made with my body splattered down, and as I wiped the goop out of my eyes, I looked up to see the shuddering beast start to deflate like a pierced parade balloon.

MEAT. THAT. SPEAKS. The groaning roar of the giant broodmother was feeble and frantic at the same time. CANNOT. KILL. ME. IT. IS. NOT. MY. DESTINY.

I tried to say something pithy in response, but when I opened my mouth, a big glob of spider goo dropped right onto my nose, causing me to sputter and spit.

A witty one-liner would have to wait until I was out of the splash zone.

I didn’t need to cut my way through the spiders. As their Mother started to fall, they were gripped by a tremendous panic, scattering like an unseen giant had just left the room to grab a shoe, and any that were still visible on its return would be flattened.

They vanished up the trees and into the forest canopy.

They vanished behind the trees.

They vanished into unseen burrows.

Though from the field of the dead around us from the fight, there was still going to be plenty of carapace for Dale’s guys to loot.

Dashing out of the way, I was just barely clear when the gigantic spider’s body thumped into the ground behind me. The chittering roar from it grew weaker and weaker as its glossy eyes went matte, and the struggling of its legs to stand went from spasms to twitches.

DESTINY. I. WAS. PROMISED. it rumbled weakly. YOU. WERE. TO. BE. MY. MORSEL.

“Destiny?” I snapped, turning my head to try to spit the taste of spider guts out of my mouth. “I offered to resolve this peacefully. You chose this. Your destiny ended as soon as you got my axes involved.”

The giant spider seemed to deflate with a frustrated death rattle, and now even the spiderlings that had been clinging to her dissipated, fleeing to safety in a tremendous river of skittering critters that vanished into the trees.

As the battle ended, I became aware that I’d advanced to Level 11, and took a quick second to review my new stats.

Colin Richardson
Level 11 Beastmaster

HP: 975/1035
MP: 0/0
SP: 70/140

STR: 24
CON: 20
DEX: 18
AGI: 18
INT: 10
WIS: 8

[Class Abilities]

Conviviality II (Passive): While within 15 feet, attacks against the Beastmaster and Pet will inflict an [Intimidation] debuff on the attacker, slowing their attack and movement speed by 10% for 5 seconds. While more than 15 feet apart, the Beastmaster’s and Pet’s dodge chance is increased by 5%. Base stable slots increased to 3.

Razor Back (90 second cooldown): Become cloaked in bristly armor for 30 seconds, increasing armor and unarmed damage by 10% and reducing movement speed by 15%. Thorny bristles inflict retributive damage against physical attackers while active. Can be activated again during its duration to shed the armor and end all effects early, while dealing damage in a 10-foot radius.

Primal Bond (Toggle): While toggled on, inactive pets take and deal 50% reduced damage. While toggled off, active pets’ abilities will cool down 10% faster.

Noaich and Wowser got their own stat boosts as well, but no additional abilities. A couple of things stood out to me: It looked like Conviviality was going to be the new Teamwork with the growing tiers and the stable slots attached, which was nice. The dual options of close and far fighting alongside my pet was versatile. I could keep my companion close to provide one set of buffs, and then separate from them to get another.

I really appreciated the Primal Bond ability. It would seriously nerf Wowser’s ability to contribute while he was hunkered down to let Noaich take point, but it would make him effectively invulnerable. And it would let me worry about Noaich a lot less when I needed Wowser up at the front. Although, at the same time, reducing my companions’ ability cooldowns was a very attractive concept.

Increasing the uptime on their buffs could be a game-changer in longer battles.

It was also notable that I had a new stable slot. I didn’t want to spend as long waiting to fill it this time, but I knew what I was looking for. My arsenal included a potent all-purpose fighter, and a robust swarm-fighter with excellent defense. I needed either a single-target monster, or a powerful scout. My goal was to quickly identify the best choice and secure it.

“Holy—” Dale said, breaking me out of my thoughts over my character sheet. “What just… How did—”

“They’ll be back,” Doug interrupted with a warning tone. “Greg, Larry, Dale, harvest everything you can. Gather as much as we can carry, and then one more armful.” He pointed at me. “You, get the info we came here for.”

Doug’s harsh tone sent the others scrambling to shuck as many spiders as they could, quickly producing a pile of shiny carapace chunks. It also got me to pay attention to the condition they were in. All four were alive, but they were pretty badly battered. While I hadn’t taken much damage—and recovered a decent chunk from my Biter-enhanced head-on assault—they had been put through the wringer, and didn’t enjoy the same healing resources I had. If I fought alongside these guys again, I would have to remember to pop Bloodbath to share some of my sustain tools with them, and use Diamond Hide closer to the beginning of the fight than the end, so they could benefit from the extra defense.

But Doug was right. We’d all risked our lives for nothing if we couldn’t learn what the brown-and-yellow moth knew about this supposed Queen. I turned to look for it.

The creature fluttered down and alighted on the face of the dead broodmother, standing with its front legs on one of the monster’s glazed-over eyes. Indifferent to the corpse, it started to fuss with its fur, trying to rub off the last remaining bits of spider web.

“I have questions,” I said, approaching the moth with as calm a tone as I could manage. “Questions I need you to answer.”

After what you’ve done for me? the moth responded, its tone much more melodious and calm now that the immediate danger had passed—or perhaps since it had done some violence to sate the mysterious song. Ask your questions, Spider-Slayer. If I can answer, I will do so with joy.


Chapter 42
Bugged Out


I was confused. The big moth seemed strangely coherent now, considering the effect the “False Moon’s Song” was having on it earlier—and the other insects we’d seen. I wasn’t sure if all the death around us had quieted the call in its mind, or if it had somehow managed to shake it off temporarily.

Either way, I couldn’t waste precious time, in case the bug was forced into violence again.

“You mentioned the song earlier,” I said, “that’s what we’re investigating. What is this False Moon you’re talking about? What song are you hearing?”

It’s quiet now, the moth muttered, its fuzzy little forelegs grooming the last of the cobwebs off of its face. A powerful urge. A kind of signal. Like the Full Moon’s Call but… It doesn’t tell me which way is which. It doesn’t let me make my own choices with that information. It tells me where to go and what to do. And it only calls for violence when I arrive. It even drowns out the Moon’s Call. I don’t even know where I am right now.

“So it’s quiet now,” I confirmed, “but what would happen if it started up again? For example, while we’re talking?”

I’ll leave, the moth insisted. It will call for me to do violence, but I know what would happen if I fought you, Spider-Slayer. If it begins, I will try to escape, so that I don’t force you to kill me.

“I might have something for that,” I said, trying to put forth a soothing tone. “If you start to hear the song again, just say ‘lamp’ for me, okay?”

The moth fluttered its agreement, and I put my mental attention on the Feral Resilience ability. It would boost the moth’s resistance to the effect for 30 seconds. Hopefully long enough for me to get the information I needed.

“So what does the song sound like?” I asked. “Are there any more specific commands? Or is it just a direction and a kill order?”

My kind avoid humanoids, the moth explained. We keep to the sky in the areas far from where you settle. But this… Voice. The Song. It calls me. It wants me to unleash my fury on you. But I don’t have any fury. I bear no ill will toward any of your kind.

“So it specifically wants you to go to a particular settlement?” I asked. “It wants you to kill us, specifically? Humans?”

Maybe, the moth said, fluttering its wings in agitation. All I know is that if I heard it now, it would want me to kill you.

“What if I wasn’t me?” I asked, trying to find a way to draw the line that was appearing in my mind. “What if, say, I was a fuzzy humanoid? Seven feet tall with long arms and a brightly-colored butt? Would it still want you to kill me?”

Yes, absolutely, the moth responded instantly. If you walk upright, with two legs, then the False Moon Song calls for me to kill you.

“So much for that,” I grumbled. “So where is the Song coming from? Did you meet with some strange being who did something you didn’t understand? Did you see some ants before it first started, who maybe passed it on like an illness?”

No spell, no disease, the moth assured me. Just last night… The Song called me west, and it grows stronger as I approach. As near as I can figure, it comes from where it calls me to.

“That’s not possible,” I said, immediately before realizing that it was definitely possible. “The song is calling the bugs to New Salem. If the call is coming from inside that particular house? Then it means—”

“Someone back home created this mess,” Dale said, causing me to jump slightly at his unexpected appearance. “You think one of our own is conspiring against us.”

“I didn’t say that,” I said quickly. “Let me be clear—I'm not accusing anyone.” I managed not to say that I was specifically not accusing Marcus, because he was the only person in New Salem I knew by name. Something told me if I made such a targeted statement, it might be taken the wrong way, especially after I already planned to confront him about how he’d forced people out of town already.

Dale pressed his lips into a thin line and gestured at the moth, indicating that I should continue the questioning.

“If I could bring you closer to town without the Song overtaking you,” I said carefully, “do you think you could locate the source?”

Hypothetically? Probably, the moth said, Wild Empathy translating a clear sense of mirth in the bug’s tone. Realistically? I would be far too overwhelmed by the urge to kill you.

“If you guys could, uh—” Larry interrupted, gesturing at the giant broodmother’s corpse with a crude carving knife. “I was going to just get started here.”

I took a step away and gestured for the moth to follow toward the nearest tree—the one I had climbed up to launch myself from when landing the killing blow. It fluttered from its position on the monster’s head, lazily flapping to a perch where we could continue our conversation at eye level with each other. Dale followed closely behind me.

“What did she say?” Dale asked in a low tone, as if the moth could understand him.

“It can do it,” I said, “but the song would overwhelm it and make it murder us all. The trick I have to avoid it only lasts for 30 seconds.” I paused for a minute and tilted my head at him. “She?”

“The antennae,” Dale said defensively. “Male moths are more feathery.” He glared at me for a moment before adding: “Listen, bro, I’m not gonna give you crap about whatever you were nerdy for before the apocalypse, don’t give me crap for knowing things about bugs.”

“Noted,” I said, waving his concerns away. “Anyway. We have—”

I stopped short. In the moment we had been talking, the moth went completely still. I had thought she had finished grooming, but now that I returned my attention to her, I saw she wasn’t just still.

She was stiff.

Agitated.

LAMP, she said calmly, but firmly. LAMP.

I didn’t totally know what the moth was capable of, but from its actions against the spiders, I didn’t want to find out. Its weird scream ability hadn’t affected me earlier, but there was no way of telling if that was my resistance or if it was a fluke. But either way, I didn’t want to get dusted with immolating powder any more than I wanted to get ripped apart by sound waves.

I darted close, putting a hand carefully on the moth’s back—firm enough to hold her down if she tried to fly at my face, but not hard enough to crush her. Up-close like this, I noticed a peculiar pattern in the brown fur there. From far away, it just looked like random splotches in the mottled fuzz, but from close, it looked like a much-simplified human face. Or perhaps a skull. My hand was planted over its mouth.

Activating Feral Resilience was still a die roll. Even though I felt the ability suffuse the moth, I kept my hand firmly grasping the creature. Despite how powerful she had been in the fight, her carapace felt so fragile under my hand. I found myself feeling a vague urge to protect her, since she had seemed to want no part of the violence she had been thrust into.

What was that? the moth asked after a moment, her little legs once more grooming at her face—even though it was now obviously clean. That was powerful magic. Can you do it again?

“Beastmaster stuff, don’t worry about it,” I said flippantly. “So I’m starting to make a plan here. If we can get you into town, can you pinpoint where the song is coming from? Or at least confirm if it’s coming from somewhere else.”

If you can keep doing that magic, the moth said instantly, I will do whatever you need. It would be a joy to help so long as I am free of that violent Song.

I considered for a moment Noaich’s and Wowser’s stats in my character sheet. They were much stronger than they’d been in the wild. In particular, Wowser’s attacks had been relatively weak before I’d made him my pet, and now he was a literal tank, crushing armies of smaller foes with ease.

And while she wasn’t exactly the best scout, she could still fly. And she might grow more powerful still through her evolution tree.

“I can’t keep using that exact ability,” I admitted. “But there might be another way.”

I made use of one of my newest tricks. I made a survival skill check to examine the moth. The check succeeded, and with my new class quest reward, Peer of Kings, I was able to see what kind of creature she was.

Dark Mosura (Tameable) [Legendary]

I felt my eyebrows rise before I could control myself. The Mosura family was one that was specified in my quest as an example of one of the legendary pet groups. If there were more quests and rewards for charming, taming, and training legendary pets, adding her to my stable might provide more power not just from her own toolkit, but from empowering Noaich indirectly.

I almost threw out the Charming ability right on the spot. But I stopped myself before I did it. I was immediately reminded of Noaich’s initial reaction to adding Wowser to the team without consulting him.

“Give me a moment,” I said to her, giving Wowser and Noaich the unspoken order to come to my side as I took a few steps away. “I need to run this idea past the brains of the operation.”


Chapter 43
A Moth’s Purpose


I always believed that honesty was the best policy. Just the same, I felt a tingle of anxiety as I gathered my existing companions in order to explain to them that we might be adding a new member of our lineup. After how hard I worked to soothe Noaich’s anxiety about Wowser, I wasn’t sure how to convince him that another legendary-level pet in the lineup wasn’t going to be a threat to him.

“So here’s the idea,” I said cautiously once my companions were attentive before me—and when I was sure keeping my voice low would stop the moth from hearing. “We need a bug friend. Someone who can hear the signal that’s driving the insects to attack.”

Right, so don’t eat the moth, Wowser said with a gesture that Wild Empathy translated as a firm nod. Got it, boss.

“We also need her to not succumb to the song,” I said, bracing for Noaich to object.

Of course, Noaich cut in. Make her one of us. Power will protect her.

I found myself staring blankly at Noaich.

Obviously, he was intelligent enough to intuit my plan before I’d finished saying it. But he wasn’t protesting? I expected him to at least pout, but he seemed not just accepting, but eager.

“Right,” I said slowly. “Are you both okay with that?”

Yes, Noaich said quickly. See what you see. Is another legendary pet.

“And that doesn’t make you anxious?” I cut a quick glance at Wowser to try to remind him of the anxieties he’d had when we added the glyptodon to the team.

Is legendary, right? Noaich said with a twitch of his eyes that Wild Empathy translated to a shrug. Like me. Might give you more achievements and quests that will make me stronger. Like you said before, I am still most powerful.

I nodded at that. It was a good point. I hadn’t pored over my class quests too deeply, but I was certain that there were more buffs to come from growing my collection of powerful pets. And if they applied specifically to legendary-quality beasts, that did include Noaich.

But it didn’t include Wowser.

I turned my attention to the newer of my companions. In our brief time together, I’d learned that he was a lot more willing to be pushed around than Noaich. Some amount of that was just his personality. He was much more easy going by nature, and I had kept up my end of our bargain already and let him gorge himself on termites at the raptor convention.

But I was concerned that the larger part of it was that he didn’t possess the capacity for disobedience that Noaich had as a legendary pet. If he was unhappy, being my pet might force him to keep that down and go along with whatever I said. That wasn’t how I wanted these partnerships to go.

“How are you feeling, buddy?” I asked. “Are you okay with this?”

Yeah, Wowser said, but I could feel just how much hesitation was in the word. Kinda. Mostly. Sure.

“We can talk this out,” I said calmly, “What’s on your mind?”

I don’t want to be replaced, he said, in a familiar echo of what Noaich had said just a few days ago when Wowser had joined us.

“I’ll tell you exactly what I told Noaich when you joined us,” I said, offering my most charming smile. “You all have a purpose. Noaich is my all-rounder for when I don’t need a more specialized tool, but you’re both my mount when I feel the need for speed, you’re tougher than even I am, and absolutely peerless for handling large groups. The moth is going to serve a whole other purpose. She’s a flying scout. I’m sure her magic will have other purposes as well, but none of that replaces what you bring to the table, okay?”

Wowser seemed a little uncertain still, but I could sense a bit of relief in him, too. Like Noaich, his concern was being left behind. It probably didn’t help that I had kept Noaich as my active pet for a while now, and had him hanging back. But I’m sure he understood that this was Noaich’s job. He was my all-purpose pet, and as well-suited as Wowser was to the brawl against the spiders, I hadn’t known to expect it.

“I am going to need you before we’re done here,” I continued, giving him a reassuring pat on the shell. “You’re second to none if we end up caught in the middle of a big bug brawl, and if the mystery song is calling the moth now, I suspect we might see one.”

That convinced him. I could tell he was happy to not need to tell me every little bit of his concerns, and that I had guessed at them. I hadn’t even noticed that he’d been moody for a couple of days until now, when his attitude perceptibly brightened.

“All right,” I said, turning back to the moth. “I have a proposal.”

Dale had gathered with the rest of the team, I noticed, and they were discussing how to get their small mountain of harvested goods back to town. I would have to give them my two cents on how effective Wowser could be for carrying heavy loads while he was my active pet.

It would be my joy to help, Spider Slayer, the moth said, antennae fluttering in a way that Wild Empathy told me was amusement. How can I repay you for my life?

“I am a Beastmaster,” I said, pausing for a moment to let Wild Empathy translate that into terms the moth could understand. “I can make you one of my companions. My powers should protect you from the Song, and let you venture into New Salem to help us investigate.”

I accept, the moth said firmly.

“This isn’t a temporary position,” I said quickly. “After we find our answer here, you’d still be my companion when we leave. You’d be coming along on my future adventures wherever they may lead. And there will be danger. A lot of it. That’s part of the deal.”

I have already accepted, Spider Slayer, the moth said, her wings twitching in a way that conveyed laughter. Accompanying you on adventures will give me more joy than my old life ever offered, even if I could escape the call of the False Moon Song. You have saved my life today. My life is yours now.

I found myself wanting to protest. To try to make the moth understand just what she was signing up for. But ultimately, she had just reminded me what I was offering.

If she walked away, the next time the Song hit her, she would fly right to New Salem and either kill everyone there, or die trying. Beyond that, though, I was also offering a new life. For an insect, their lives were tightly structured around their short lifespans. It only mattered that they got enough calories to mate before the winter’s cold killed them off.

This wasn’t just the offer of survival.

I was offering adventure.

A life worth living.

With both of us convinced, I used Charming to inflict the [pacify] effect on the moth. Almost as soon as it took effect, she was added to my stable, and fluttered happily over to Wowser, landing lightly on top of his shell.

I hope you don’t mind, friend, she said. But these woods are dangerous for me to fly in. I do not want to be caught in another web.

Wowser was a bit uncertain, but didn’t protest. I would have to keep an eye out to make sure the legendary pets didn’t bully him. In the meantime, I cast some attention onto my new companion’s character sheet. It seemed to demand a fair bit of thought to figure out how best to use her.

Dark Mosura [Set Nickname]
Level 11 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 300/726
MP: 490/1430
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Friendly
Growth: 10/100

STR: 6
CON: 10
DEX: 18
AGI: 18
INT: 27
WIS: 25

[Class Abilities]

Flame Dust (120 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, flying will disperse a cloud of incendiary dust, dealing fire damage to enemies that touch the cloud. Enemies that are dealt damage by this ability receive the [searing] debuff, causing extreme discomfort, reducing their DEX and AGI by 5% for 60 seconds.

Faerie Dust (120 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, flying will disperse a cloud of glittering dust, dealing slashing damage to enemies that touch the cloud. Enemies dealt damage by this ability receive the [brilliant] debuff, causing them to sparkle, inflicting a steep penalty on stealth and dodge skill checks for 60 seconds.

Spellcasting (Passive): Unlock Elemental Draw, and grants access to the [spellcasting] systems. Mosura family affinities are water, ice, earth, and dark.

Known Spell Fragments: Scream, chill, blind, cone, ray, and beam

[Skills]

Proboscis: 44
Dodge: 43
Detection: 44
Stealth: 44
Flight: 61
Athletics: 40
Acrobatics: 44
Climb: 44
Survival (Cross-Class): 29
Elemental draw: 44

[Growth Tree]

Death Mosura
Offensive Path
Requirements: Achievement “Sic ‘em VI”, pet consumes 1x Pristine Starfruit Nectar, Growth > 90
Ability Unlock:
Grave Dust (120 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, flying will disperse a cloud of black dust, dealing dark damage to enemies that touch the cloud. Enemies dealt damage by this ability receive the [haunted] debuff, causing mental anguish, reducing their INT and WIS by 5% for 60 seconds.
Glare (Passive): Enemies who see the Death Mosura’s spread wings must succeed on an INT check or be terrorized, a fear effect that reduces move speed to 0.

Skull Mosura
Support Path
Requirements: Achievement “Terrible Claw”, Pet consumes 2x Finest Silks, Growth > 100
Ability Unlock:
Doom Dust (120 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, flying will disperse a cloud of deadly dust, dealing dark damage to enemies that touch the cloud. Enemies dealt damage by this ability receive the [doomed] debuff, causing physical vulnerability, enemies afflicted take 30% more damage from all sources.
Mount (Passive): Increase carry weight by 100%. Dramatically reduced stamina cost when bearing passengers.

It seemed like a lot to take in, but it was easy to break it down to broad strokes. She was going to give me an opportunity to play with the spellcasting system by proxy before Noaich got access to it. Maybe even end up giving me some achievements that would make his magic stronger before he even unlocked it.

He had the right idea about welcoming her.

She was also very well-suited to being a Beastmaster pet, though. Her various dust abilities would apply potent debuffs that wouldn’t just help me in combat on their own, but would play nicely with my various Teamwork synergies. She seemed to lack good attacks—especially with her laughably low strength—but when I wanted to do the heavy lifting, I could let her fly overhead and rain debuffs down for me to benefit from.

Although speaking of heavy lifting, I was already eyeing that Mount passive on her Skull Mosura evolution. She wasn’t ever going to be able to carry as much as Wowser was, with his high strength, but she could do something he probably wasn’t ever going to unlock.

She could fly.

The idea made me feel giddy.

I couldn’t focus that far ahead, though. I had problems that needed to be dealt with today. When the people of New Salem were safe, I could try to take to the skies after. As if in response, my remaining Challenge Quest chimed in, progressing to its next stage.

Pest Control
The source of the invasion is a mysterious call from within the town. Use this information to identify and unearth the source. (0/1)

“All right folks,” I said, dusting off my hands and leading my pets back toward Dale and his crew. “We have a plan and a four-foot wingspan moth. Let’s get to it!”


Chapter 44
Gift Of The Broodmother


Dale’s team had harvested a tremendous amount of materials from the spiders we’d killed. The broodmother alone provided enough chitinous shell to armor twenty people, even if they were resigned to the idea of having to leave some amount of it behind.

We divided what we could carry amongst ourselves, and then—right as the others were ready to leave behind a king’s ransom in spider parts—I had my new moth companion help fetch down some of the thicker bits of web, and used the largest chunk as the base of a toboggan tied to Wowser’s shell.

“Waste not want not,” I said as Wowser easily pulled the massive haul along, thanks to his high strength and doubled carrying capacity granted by the Mount passive.

“We were just talking about something,” Dale said, looking sheepish.

“Arguing,” Doug corrected with a smirk.

“We were just arguing about something,” Dale admitted, “whether or not we should break with protocol a little bit for you, after all you’ve done for us. In the end, we decided that you have more of a right to this than anyone in New Salem.”

A bit sheepishly, he produced a garment made of interlocked scales of carved chitin and held it out to me. When I accepted it, I realized that it must have come from the giant spider broodmother as a drop.

Great Spider Haidate
Legs
DEF: 25
+4 CON
+7 Climb
+7 Dodge
Additional Effect: Reduce damage taken from Insects by 2%

It was certainly miles better than the pants I was wearing, which I’d had since Jamestown. As much as I wanted to turn it down for the good of everyone, I wasn’t going to be able to help people if I was dead because of under leveled gear.

“Thank you guys,” I said, using the system to equip the new armor quickly. “I’ve been dying for some upgrades.”

“If anybody asks, you were wearing them the whole time,” Larry grumbled.

The trip back to New Salem with the spoils of our victory was much less tense than our trip into the Spider Forest. Despite Larry’s obvious concern for protocol, the big heap of spider chitin we were dragging along behind us was more than enough to settle that score.

With Wowser’s carrying capacity in use, my new moth companion felt bad about alighting on his back during the trip. Noaich was apparently not a smooth and stable ride as his low-slung crocodile body rocked back and forth. So instead she found a comfortable way to cling to the back of my vest and ride on me. Her weight was no more than a lightly loaded backpack, and with her wings folded, she looked like I was wearing a cape at first glance.

Considering that I was going to bring an insect into New Salem, her blending into my silhouette seemed prudent.

On the walk, I took a brief moment to settle on a nickname for her. It wasn’t difficult to come up with a good name for a giant benevolent moth that had an obvious spookiness around her. My childhood love for giant monster movies provided a good base, and like Wowser, a single letter change took the obvious name from that to something more reflective of her in particular.

Gothra. Goth Mothra.

She was pleased with the name, making me wonder how well Wild Empathy translated it for her.

“Run on ahead,” Doug said to Greg and Larry when we were well clear of the Spider Forest. “We need another bandana from Brian,” he continued, gesturing at Gothra clinging to my back before hooking his thumb toward Wowser’s payload, “and Susan needs to know what we’re bringing back to get everyone ready to work on it.”

The two didn’t hesitate to rush off, and for a moment I didn’t give it any thought until Dale started talking again.

“I didn’t say anything about the plan,” he said at last.

“Okay,” I replied with a nod, unsure of where he was going with this.

“You think someone’s behind this,” Dale clarified. “We can’t have word get out that someone is calling the insects until we know who it is, or else our culprit is going to escape.”

I nodded, seeing where he was going with this. Obviously he’d kept his dad in the loop, but Greg and Larry were in the dark on purpose. He was extending an amount of trust to me, likely because he wanted to see an end to the sieges.

“It’s possible that it’s not that complex,” I allowed. “Someone might have smuggled the source of the call in and left it there. You might have just camped on top of something that puts out the call autonomously. It might be some piece of gear someone found and they don’t even know they’re doing it.”

“But you don’t think so,” Doug said flatly.

It wasn’t a question. And he wasn’t wrong. I had a strong feeling that someone was engineering the situation, and I just didn’t have enough information to say who it was. My intuition said Marcus, because he was the one in charge, but I’d seen the mental strain the man was under. If he was doing that to himself then he was a real glutton for punishment.

“I’m not sure,” I lied. “If I was, I wouldn’t need to investigate, right?”

“Right,” Dale said, seeming to be willing to accept that I wasn’t jumping to the worst possible conclusion.

The look on Doug’s face told me that he saw right through me. He didn’t say anything, though. I guessed that he was content that I wasn’t jumping to conclusions and plotting a revolution against the leader who had got them through this calamity.

Gothra hiding on my back like a cloak got us all the way to New Salem’s front gate before anybody even noticed her when she fluttered from my back to the wall, where I could attach another bandana to her leg to indicate to everyone that she was another Beastmaster pet. The sudden reveal startled people, but didn’t cause a full-blown panic. It made people leery, but the giant load of spider husks we’d brought—especially the small mountain of it that Wowser had dragged back—kept them all too excited to get upset, and too busy to voice any concerns.

At least, the people set to the task of gathering and processing the spider bits didn’t. When Larry returned, he conferred with Doug, who flagged me down before we could head into town.

“Got a delay,” Doug explained. He gave a pointed look at Gothra.

“I see,” I said. It seemed like bringing an insect into New Salem—even with the yellow bandana that marked her as a pet—was going to be a sticking point.

“Not your fault,” he said quickly, “and nothing against you or your friend.”

“No, I understand,” I replied, waving the concern away. “I’d rather not cause trouble.”

“Just timing,” Doug continued. “There’s mandrill trouble and it’s got Marcus on edge.”

I instantly felt a surge of irritation. From the way Doug’s eyebrow raised, I could tell he sensed the change in my demeanor. And he wasn’t the only one. Gothra sensed my agitation as well, and I could sense a curiosity in her.

“Where?” I asked, moving to unhook the makeshift toboggan from Wowser’s shell to leave the materials behind for the people of New Salem. “Which direction?”

“Southwest,” Doug said, narrowing his eyes. “Why?”

“Everywhere I find humans, there are mandrills messing with us,” I said firmly. “I don’t need an excuse to mess with them right back.”

“There’s a smaller human town to the west of here,” Doug explained. “They’ve taken over a cave system beside a river. We send arms and armor, they send fresh water. It’s a good deal.”

“Mandrills hit the convoy?” I asked.

“Don’t know,” he said. “But they’re two days late and folks are getting thirsty. Scouts saw some mandrill tracks out that way and figured…” He trailed off, leaving the rest unspoken.

“Did you need me to wait here?” I asked. “You folks can get word out and make a decision on if Gothra is welcome here while I’m gone, right?”

“Not sure,” Doug admitted. “Might have some questions.”

“Noaich,” I said, turning to my crocodilian companion. “You can stay here and handle any questions they might have, right?”

Rachel said I was the brains of the operation, Noaich agreed. Can answer questions. No problem.

“Right,” I chuckled. “Noaich is the brains,” I said to Doug. “Get a Beastmaster out to talk to him if you have any questions. He’ll probably have a better answer than me, anyway.”

Doug’s normally unflappable expression broke for just a moment of pure confusion. I wasn’t sure if it was just because he hadn’t expected that, or if it was the silliness of being told to question a crocodile.

Will you be fine without me? Noaich asked, a thread of anxiety in his tone.

“I’m honestly more worried about you,” I said to him. “This place is under frequent attack. I don’t want you getting caught out in a fight.”

Hmph. I’ll stay with him, too, Wowser cut in, moving to stand protectively beside Noaich. It's possible for me to keep him out of trouble.

Wowser’s brotherly instinct caught me off guard so much that I almost laughed. I had to admit, even without them being active pets, the two together could be a formidable force.

“Are you sure?” I asked. “This place has been under siege. Any fight that happens here is going to be a big one. Not something that we’re going to mop up in thirty seconds.”

Good, Noaich said quickly, Wild Empathy translating his body language as openly eager. I would like an opportunity to show off in a real fight, so that the people here learn to show us proper respect.

This time I did laugh. I had to put my concerns out of my mind. Not only would these two be fine against anything shy of a pack of daeodons, but this would give me a chance to take Gothra for a test drive. I needed to learn how to fight with her abilities and spellcasting on my side.

“If you two are sure, then we’ll get moving,” I said to them. “Wowser, remember that Noaich is the brains. Listen to him. And Noaich, remember that Wowser is here to protect you. Listen to him.”

They both beamed at me, very pleased with my assessment, and seeming almost excited about the prospect of being in charge of their own individual tasks.

I looked back to Doug. “I’ll be back.”

“Don’t die,” Doug instructed. He still seemed confused, but clearly wasn’t going to argue with how I was running my operation.

“I won’t,” I said with a confident smirk.


Chapter 45
Seeing Red


It wasn’t hard to find the trade route. There was a spot in the treeline on the west side where I could find the beginnings of a game trail. A narrow bit where the forest floor was rubbed smooth by repeated travel. I followed that track at a light jog, with Gothra clinging to my back.

You feel strongly about this, Gothra observed as I stopped briefly to use my extended Beast Hunter senses to scan the forest.

“Like I said to Doug,” I replied, “everywhere I go, they’re causing trouble. And not just trouble. Killing people. Trying to eradicate whole settlements.” I felt an edge of anger creeping into my voice and I tried to force myself to calm down. “Thinking about how hard we have to work to stay alive out here already gets me wound up, and having literal malevolent forces working against us? It pisses me off.”

How have you responded to those threats? she asked.

“Well, causing trouble,” I admitted. “And not just trouble. Killing them. Trying to eradicate whole settlements.”

Hm. Interesting.

“At every turn, though, I’ve asked them to stand down,” I clarified. “I’ve told them that we can coexist. But they refuse to even acknowledge me. The only thing that has stopped them is meeting violence with violence.” I felt myself getting heated again, and I took a moment to calm down. “I don’t want to kill them any more than I want them killing us. That pisses me off, too.”

You shouldn’t feel bad about it, Gothra chittered, Wild Empathy translated it to a laugh. The fight for survival is your right as a living thing.

“Then why are you giving me a hard time?” I demanded.

You and your ways are new to me, she explained. If we are to be companions, I need to understand you.

I couldn’t really argue with that. I wasn’t a huge fan of her playing therapist with me just to see my reaction, but I’d brought her along and left the others behind so that we could learn to work together.

“Here’s something to learn, then,” I said firmly. “If you have a question for me, ask it plainly. If you’re honest with me, I’ll be honest with you. This is a partnership. You don’t have to trick me to get a clear answer.”

I apologize, she chittered, the laugh gone from her tone. As I said, I am still learning your ways.

“Yeah, the more I learn about being a Beastmaster, the more I feel like I’m doing it wrong,” I grumbled. “I’m putting myself on the front lines, even as I get abilities that seem to want me to hide behind my companions.”

But you ignore it, Gothra observed.

“It’s just who I am,” I said with a shrug that sent her shifting on my back. “I don’t ask others to do things I wouldn’t do myself. And as long as the system doesn’t kill me, I’m not going to try to change it.”

My extended senses didn’t detect much from here—not that I expected them to while so close to town. There were a few giant monsters roaming the area out here. I recognized various forms of glyptodon poking around the region, obviously looking for giant bugs to eat. I could sense the trail stretching off to the west, curving slightly south. So I got moving, trying to get some distance before checking again.

Moving through the forest at speed was risky. My normal Beast Hunter senses gave me some idea of my surroundings, but I knew firsthand that my detection skill needed time to work if something in my path was using stealth. Still, there was very little chance that I was going to run into anything that could be a real threat to me even with an untested companion.

It was less than fifteen minutes down the trail before I saw a sign of what I was after. I didn’t know exactly what to expect, but my senses were more than sharp enough to pick up on where the mandrills had struck the traveling traders.

The blood was long-dried now, but not old enough to elude detection. Especially not with how much there was. The sparse spatter on the nearest tree trunk was nothing compared to the big crusty section of the forest floor beneath it.

“No one could have survived losing this much blood,” I observed. “But there’s no sign of the bodies.”

Were they consumed? Gothra asked. Devoured on the spot?

“Unlikely,” I laughed. “I’ve never seen a mandrill eat a human, but also we’ve got this cool internal structure that is almost always left behind by all but the most ravenous predator. It’s called a skeleton.” I scanned the ground. “No pieces of that, either. The mandrills killed the traders and dragged their bodies off.”

To hide the attack, Gothra guessed.

“Not with this big blood spot behind.” I stomped on the crusty bit of floor. “Even a blind man would be able to smell this. They didn’t even try to wash it away.”

How would they have done it? she asked.

“Barrel of water,” I said simply. “That’s what they were transporting. Dump it here, seep it all into the dirt. They were two days late. It’d have been reduced to nothing by now.”

This wasn’t a random act of violence, my companion guessed. They needed the water.

“Right,” I nodded, taking a moment to remind myself that while her thought process was a bit clouded by her insectile perspective, by the stats, she was still smarter than me. “They took the water. And the bodies. So this was a pretty big attack party. And it must have been an ambush.” I pointed to the dirt around the spot. “No signs of blood anywhere but here. They got one-shot and killed on the spot, and then everything got scooped up and hauled out.”

Is there enough trail to follow? Gothra asked. She fluttered off of my back and to a nearby tree, flicking her antennae in a way that Wild Empathy translated as a squint of the eyes.

I paused for a moment to expand my detection radius with Beast Hunter to look around. It stood out plain as day as soon as I did. It was just beyond my normal range to the south, but with my range extended, I could see everything.

This wasn’t the mandrill town, but it was a small outpost, like the ones I’d seen around Rachel’s camp. It was just a small campsite, with a few sturdy tents clustered around one wooden building in the on-stilts style that the mandrills favored.

There were a little over a dozen mandrills around the campsite in the aftermath of some manner of hunt. They had a large animal carcass in the middle of camp, and they were meticulously butchering it, making use of every part of the creature.

I recognized it as a hadrosaur, and even with it still raw, my mouth was already watering for the well-marbled meat I knew the mandrills were harvesting.

Also in the camp site were other supplies that I could sense from here. Three big barrels of water stood in a line in front of the stilt-house, one of them open, with one of the monkeys on break from the work scooping the water out with a crude bowl to drink.

The mandrills were only a small threat. I knew I could clear the camp of the workers even without the element of surprise. The only thing that had me spooked was a mandrill that I sensed within the stilted building. A larger male with a scarf. He was sitting calmly at a table, holding a weird-shaped staff. Probably a weapon.

A mandrill alpha. That would make the fight interesting. Maybe the element of surprise was not so optional as I thought.

In the room with the alpha, four slumped-over corpses leaned against the wall. Humans. I found myself wondering what they were doing there. Why would the mandrills keep human corpses around? Especially ones that were days old by now. They should be bloated and stinking.

But… They weren’t.

Was there some quirk of the system at work here?

In lieu of an answer on that front, the system provided me with a breadcrumb of motivation. A new Challenge Quest.

Demon Of Revenge
Mandrills have taken something that doesn’t belong to them. Destroy the bodies of the fallen humans (0/4) and recover at least one barrel of water (0/1)

“Target acquired,” I said, “and more questions than answers.”

So how do we get those answers? Gothra asked as she fluttered from the tree to alight on the back of my vest again.

“Honestly?” I asked with a laugh. “We don’t. We’re just going to trash the camp, avenge the fallen, and complete their delivery.” I shook my head ruefully. “I’d love to get some answers, but the mandrills aren’t in the business of providing them.”

My companion didn’t seem satisfied with that, but I wasn’t satisfied with it either. But there was no use crying over spilled blood.

Especially not when it was time to spill some more.

I silenced further argument by breaking into an open run through the forest toward the camp.

As I approached, I made myself ready for combat, drawing my axes and activating Hide In Plain Sight to improve my stealth. At my high skill rating, I would be able to run full-tilt toward the camp without being spotted, so long as I slowed down before entering their sightlines.

At my unspoken direction, Gothra broke away from me, fluttering up above toward the forest canopy. I didn’t want her physically on my body when mandrills started swinging weapons at me.

I slowed down just a little bit as I came through the trees toward the camp. Just enough that my stealth skill could hold up to the passive detection of the mandrills. None of them were on watch; they were all busily butchering the hadrosaur.

A few of them were talking while they worked. The usual complaints about their bosses, mostly. More than once I heard a title that I’d heard before—shaman—but this far from Rachel’s camp, there was no way that was referring to the same guy. I approached from as blind of an angle as I could, keeping line-of-sight broken by one of the sturdy tents.

I considered the big puddle of blood I’d seen. Four lives, snuffed out before they could put up a proper fight. Dead without a chance for negotiation or escape.

How many mandrills could I hit before they even knew they were in a fight?

I found myself eager to find out.


Chapter 46
Blood Payment


There were two mandrills working on the hadrosaur carcass when I came around the corner. One of them started to turn in response to my approach, having finally defeated my stealth skill.

I activated Enrage with a snarl and backhanded him with an axe right across the face.

His skull split open like a watermelon getting run over by a motorcycle. The sound blended in well enough with the butchery that my second victim didn’t even turn before my axe hit the back of his neck.

I dove around the hadrosaur corpse, stealth abandoned, and rushed the first thing I saw that moved. The mandrills had set up a rack over the fire pit, and three of them were cooking several pounds of it at once. This trio saw me instantly, but thanks to the movement speed offered by Conviviality with a little distance between me and Gothra, I was on top of them with axes drawn before they could get their weapons out. Two were dead before they could realize what exactly I was. The third managed a panicked hooting sound before I opened her throat.

That noise was enough to get the attention of the camp, turning the attention of those working on processing the hadrosaur. Mandrills salting and smoking meat for jerky stopped what they were doing to respond to the disturbance, but were more bewildered than alarmed. A handful that were on break recognized that hoot for what it was and drew weapons.

That was when Gothra struck.

With all eyes either on me or seeking me out, my flying companion fluttered over the camp practically unnoticed. Shining orange dust rained down off of her wings as she used Flame Dust to attack the mandrills from above. Fiery flashes lit up the angry monkeys, afflicting them with the [searing] debuff and reducing their stats, triggered by the small sparks of damage.

Gothra was drawing the mandrill’s attention, and I needed to get it back. She was much more fragile than my other companions. I couldn’t let the mandrills recognize the threat she represented.

“Hey!” I yelled, drawing attention with my unique ability to communicate through Wild Empathy. “What are you idiots thinking?”

The moment of confusion was more than enough for me to close the distance to the next group of mandrills. Both axes made meaty thunking sounds as I buried them to the eye in the chest of the nearest foe. The combined damage boost of Enrage plus the Teamwork bonus from Gothra’s dust debuff let me rip the mandrill’s rib cage open like a bag of chips.

Four mandrills were on top of me in a second, with maces and swords. But Gothra’s debuff made them slow and clumsy. Their approach was sloppy and I didn’t even need to parry their attacks to twist in a way that left only air in their paths. My axes swept out, and while I lacked the power of my other companions’ buffs, my skills and buffs were more than enough to capitalize on the ample openings provided, slicing the mandrills apart in seconds.

Two were dead before the fight properly began, and the third was too badly wounded to continue a half-second later when I cut her right hand off at the elbow.

The last one tried to retreat, but I struck fast and hard, opening his belly and then taking his head clean off when he doubled-over in pain.

“Come on,” I snapped at the remaining mandrills as Gothra flew back over the camp, raining glimmering orange dust over them in a second pass. I had to keep them from throwing attacks her way. The best way I could think to do that was running my mouth. “Are you guys just going to keep being stupid until there’s none of you left? Because you can just tell me now and I’ll just keep mowing you down.”

Even without my prodding, the remaining mandrills were being a bit smarter now. They were trying to assemble the remaining numbers into a front line, but they were forced to do it beneath the overhanging roof of the stilted building to avoid the continuing rain of Gothra’s burning dust.

“Use your heads,” I snapped as I approached, making them flinch as I stalked toward the group. “You kill our people, steal our stuff, and you think you just get to party down here? You think you’re never going to pay for what you’re doing to us?” I thumped the flats of my axes to my body, letting blood and core spatter my chest. “Well you can call me Consequences. And I’m taking payment in blood today.”

Fool.

The front line of mandrills parted around the door to the stilted building, where the alpha stood, looking down at me. He was wearing a blue scarf, like the alpha in Jamestown had worn, and brandished a staff that looked like a badly-taxidermized python. He pointed the crude weapon at me in a way that was probably supposed to be menacing. I was going to withhold my fear until he proved he earned it, though.

You dare attack your betters, the mandrill grunted, thumping a fist to his chest. In opposition to the natural order. You show your rear in a most undignified manner, just as all your kind do.

I tried not to smirk at that. Wild Empathy told me that “showing my rear” in this context meant being boastful. But the implication was that I was trying to put up a strong front without having the strength to back it up.

“Do you know what the natural order is?” I demanded, continuing to stomp my way across the camp toward the mandrills. “The natural order doesn’t care about dignity. It cares about survival. Who is the better of who is determined by strength, not by body hair or brightly colored butts.” I gestured with my axe for him to approach me. “How about you come down here yourself and we see who’s the better of us? I’d be happy to leave if you can prove me wrong.”

Call off your cheap trick, the mandrill said, waving his staff up at Gothra fluttering overhead. Fight me fairly.

“She’s an extension of my power,” I said firmly. “If you want to settle this like men, we can set aside all our weapons and fight with only fists and our wits, but I get the feeling you would rather keep your own cheap tricks in hand.”

Then I shall field an extension of my power, too, the Alpha decided with an expression that Wild Empathy translated as a cruel smirk.

He reached back into the room and yanked out one of the human corpses, hurling it to the ground. It thumped face-down in the dirt with all the grace and elegance of a broken doll, arms flat to its sides and one leg slightly kicked out.

But it didn’t stay down.

The corpse started to twitch, shuddering in ways that were disgustingly unnatural. The alpha had his staff pointed at it, and with a gesture, the body jolted straight up, jumping to its feet in a clumsy mockery of life.

Her body wasn’t fresh, but wasn’t rotted either. The flesh was unnaturally ashen and waxy, clearly due to blood loss from the deep cut across her throat. The wound had been stitched, but the front of her leather armor was covered in crusted blood and dirt from where she’d landed in the spot where I’d picked up this trail. Her long hair clung wetly to her face and neck from being doused in blood, with no effort having been made to clean it.

The corpse’s colorless, pale eyes jolted around in a wild mania for a second, leading me to wonder if there was a consciousness in there, or if it was simply the mandrill’s power puppeteering her corpse.

That question didn’t last long.

She answered it herself.

“Oh god,” she rasped, her voice sounding like it was passing through a filter of dried desert sand to get to her lips. “God please. Kill me.”

The animated body began to take a few uncertain steps toward me before breaking into a run, hands reaching for my throat.

Behind her, the alpha was reaching back into the building to grab a second corpse.

I didn’t have time to think. My body moved on instinct, controlled by the combined power of my skills and my [intuition] passive. My axes smacked the reaching hands out of the way, and for a moment, I thought the force of the blades against flesh would have cleaved her fingers right off. But the blade sawed across her flesh and left nothing but a superficial slice. She didn’t even have blood left to shed.

“Kill me,” she urged, her voice strangely distant and calm as her body lunged again to try to overpower me. “Kill me. Please god end it.”

While twisting away from one of her grasping hands, she closed the other around my forearm. With whatever necromancy was being used on the body, she was almost strong enough to throw me to the ground with just that. As it was, she just leaned her body weight on me and dragged me off-balance. Her other hand slammed down on my shoulder with bruising force, pushing me down to my knees.

My free arm hacked at her torso three times, leaving three more shallow wounds that didn’t even bleed. I wasn’t sure if I was even hurting the animated corpse. And a few yards behind her, the alpha threw another corpse to the ground and had set it twitching as well.

“Please God. Why won’t you help me?” she moaned. Her mouth opened, revealing that the sickly, pale interior of her mouth still held all its teeth as she swept her face down at mine.


Chapter 47
Snap, Cackle, Pop


I don’t know if my survival was luck or skill. Gothra fluttered overhead, having switched from Flame Dust to Faerie Dust to rain down purple glitter instead of fiery orange powder. The shimmering powder lit up the animated corpse, but clung especially tightly to one spot.

The stitched-closed throat.

As the corpse’s mouth came down, I brought my axe up. The blade sheared through the coarse stitching in one smooth motion.

There was a jerking motion that ran up her whole body. Blue light poured out of her throat and dissipated into the air like a thin gas.

The corpse went slack like a puppet with the strings cut, collapsing on top of me.

“Thank you,” she said with the last wheezing breath that blew out of her. My Challenge Quest ticked up, counting it as destroying the human remains.

She was surprisingly heavy, but without the supernatural strength imbued by the alpha’s power, I was able to shove her off of me easily. Another corpse was charging in at me, with a third right behind it, and the alpha dragging the fourth body out to imbue it with power as well.

But they all had to run through Gothra’s cloud of purple dust, which suffused and lit up the crudely patched wounds that had killed the corpses originally.

The next victim was a man in mixed metal and leather armor. His wound was a deep puncture in his gut that had punched right through the leather that gave his side flexibility. It was patched over with a handful of sap-covered leaves. With my speed, I was able to dart in, carve the leaf patch open, and send the blue necrotic energy out before the corpse could properly form an attack.

The third didn’t have a wound I could visibly see as he charged in. He was wearing the lighter armor of a scout, and moved much faster than the others. I hurled a Mistral Reach swing at him, striking him right in the face in an attempt to slow his approach, but he took the deep cut across the nose and kept coming.

Behind! Gothra warned.

My senses were sharp enough to see that there wasn’t anything actually behind me. The power of my detection skill gave me full confidence in that. So when the scout corpse closed the gap, I parried his reaching hands to my left and darted right, getting behind the corpse briefly.

As the corpse staggered jerkily past me, I saw where Gothra’s glittering purple dust was clinging most tightly. The back of his thin armor was split open, and there was a stitched-closed stab wound right alongside his spine. The mandrill ambush had caught him from behind and drove a blade right into his heart.

Fast reflexes and Mistral Reach meant I didn’t have to reposition to stay behind the corpse. I could swipe my weapon at him and cut the stitching to rob the moving corpse of its power before it could come in for another swipe.

“Are you kidding me?” I demanded, looking past the final twitching corpse as it jerked to its feet. “Is this what it’s about here? Insecurity?” I lapsed into a mocking baby-talk voice. “Did someone pick a terrible subclass and has to make it everyone else’s problem?”

The alpha snarled and made a gesture that Wild Empathy didn’t need to translate into an attack order. His corpse puppet charged at me without pause, but watching me dismantle the other three with just a few small bruises had instilled the remaining mandrills with a healthy fear of what I could do.

They hesitated.

The last corpse looked more like a dignitary than a fighter, wearing fine cloth pants and tall leather boots. I didn’t need Gothra’s dust to highlight the stitched-up wound. The body had been mauled very badly across the front of the head and upper chest. The face was more stitching than skin at this point. From the slight build, I couldn’t tell anything about them besides the agony radiating out of the single surviving eye.

Another sweep of Mistral Reach split a hole in the stitching that sent the body deflating to the dirt before the mandrills even began their charge. That part of my Challenge Quest was now complete. All that I needed was to recover one of the water barrels. Of course, I had grander plans than that before I left this camp.

I said kill it! The alpha hooted in fury.

“Yeah!” I called, taking a few steps forward. At my unspoken direction, Gothra passed low in front of the overhang of the building’s roof, sending a thick rain of purple dust down in front of them. “Come and kill me! It should be easy. You’re all superior beings, right?” I gestured at the alpha with one axe. “That’s what this is about, right? The natural order? Superiority? So how about you come down here and we figure out who nature favors.”

Kill it or die, the Alpha roared at the others. You make me ask twice already! A third time and exile would be a mercy!

“Counteroffer,” I said, looking around at the other mandrills—who seemed about ready to charge me. “How about you all leave? Go back to your town and tell them whatever it’ll take to get you out of trouble. I’ll make sure this coward doesn’t contest your claims.”

The queen will smell your lies, the alpha warned. What she’ll do will make me look like a doting parent!

Despite my offer, fear of the queen was more than enough to correct the mandrill’s hesitation. One of them broke and charged at me, and the rest followed immediately. They flinched a little as Gothra’s dust hit them, but it didn’t do enough damage to stop them.

But it lit them up brilliantly.

The purple glow didn’t have obvious weak points to cling to as it had with the animated corpses. But it outlined the mandrills’ bodies in a way that made it tremendously easy to pick out their movements, attacks, and vulnerabilities. Even when they circled to form a ring around me, my Beast Hunter senses picked up on every hair on their bodies.

I activated Spirit Surge now, lashing out with a Savage Claws-enhanced kick to send five of them staggering back. Three others lunged in together, thinking that they could take me unaware by attacking from different angles at once, but my axes moved on instinct, slapping their weapons away and ripping giant chunks out of my attackers without me needing to think about it. Two of them fell dead with giant wounds in their chests, and the third whirled away with a howl of pain as his arm hit the dirt.

The mandrills that I’d kicked back hesitated now, unsure of if they wanted to approach—or if they even could—so I saved them the effort. My axes whirled through the air in a dance as I darted back and forth through their numbers, eviscerating the mandrills. Four limbs hit the ground before their owners followed, but not before I decapitated one of them and sent the head rolling toward the alpha.

“Come on in,” I called to him mockingly as I danced in and out of melee with the sparse remaining fighters. Spirit Surge’s skill bonus allowed me to split a skull open without missing a step. “Everybody is having such a good time, you don’t want to miss it, do you?”

The alpha finally stepped down off of the stilted building, and I threw myself into high gear. As soon as he moved to join the fight, I slashed wildly across the remaining mandrill fighters, shredding the rest of them before the alpha could join the fight. One of them managed to land a blow from a club across my jaw, but I out leveled these punks so far, it only stung a little.

Taking the blow did mean that when I turned to face the oncoming Alpha, I could spit a few drops of blood into the dirt at his feet.

“Glad you decided to join the rest of the class,” I said, gesturing at the dead and dying mandrills around me. “You’re a bit late, but I’m sure it’ll only take a little bit for you to catch up.”

Catch, the alpha responded.

He threw his staff at me. Chucking the badly taxidermized snake at me caught me off-guard, and I faltered for a moment before moving to block it.

It caught me even more off-guard when the snake woke up.

The six-foot python bent unexpectedly, and my parry passed through the empty space where it should have been. The body hit me and the creature started to coil around me, trying to establish a grip.

Mercy, the snake hissed, Wild Empathy giving me a glimpse of its torment. Gift me the coils’ mercy. Free me.

The alpha was moving to attack while I was struggling to keep my arms from being bound by the undead snake’s body. He was unarmed now, but his arms were long and muscular as he wound up to punch down at me.

Like him, though, I wasn’t alone.

Gothra swooped down on the alpha, chittering as she swatted her wings around his head and shoulders. I thought it was just as a distraction to buy me some time, but her proboscis stabbed into his head and neck over and over, drawing blood with each strike.

I couldn’t bring my weapons effectively to bear against a creature literally clinging to my body. Fortunately, I didn’t need to attack it. I needed to free it. I dropped one axe and was able to twist my forearm up toward the snake’s head. It snapped its jaws at me, biting my hand, but it was a python. There was no venom in that bite.

The stitching on the snake was on the back of its head. With its jaws wrapped around my hand, I was able to lift the head up and away from my body before bending straight down, activating Biter as I jammed my teeth into the stitching.

The snake went limp as faint blue gas blasted out from the opening and into my face. It smelled like dead mice and menthol, almost making me retch.

I didn’t have time for that, though, as the alpha was clawing at the air around his head, trying to get a grip on Gothra.

“Get clear!” I barked at her.

She didn’t hesitate, fluttering away from the bloodied mandrill.

With one smooth motion, I whipped the python corpse off of around me and swept it in a tremendous arc. If the alpha hadn’t had blood running down his face, impeding his vision and distracting him, this wouldn’t have worked. But Gothra did her work well, giving me a beautiful opening.

“You didn’t say no give backsies,” I said as soon as the alpha’s eyes focused on my face.

I smashed the python corpse into the side of his head hard enough to break his neck on impact.


Chapter 48
Gore-Splattered Victories


I took a moment in the aftermath of the fight to make sure it was really done. My expanded Beast Hunter senses didn’t pick up on any more Mandrills out to the edges of my senses—not even other camps, nor the town they were likely positioned around. Once the dismembered mandrills finished bleeding out, I was confident that Gothra and I were alone.

“Fantastic work,” I said to her as soon as I was sure we wouldn’t be interrupted. “We make a good team.”

I am joyful to hear you say so, she replied, fluttering to land on the edge of the stilted building’s roof. But you did all the hard work.

“And you made that work nice and easy,” I said with a smile. “That purple dust is potent stuff. I’m looking forward to seeing what we can do with it in tougher fights.”

I will endeavor to use it more liberally, Gothra said, her antennae twitching in a way that Wild Empathy translated as pride.

With the battle won, I tossed the camp.

This outpost appeared to be primarily for hunting, with two barrels of salted meat, and another barrel of salt, presumably to preserve future catches. There were sparse other foodstuffs; the camp was clearly reliant on catching their own to eat well, while still storing enough to bring back to town for the leaner months.

It made sense why the fight had gone so easily when I searched the stilted building. While the mandrills had all carried blades, maces, and clubs, there was a wooden rack of crossbows in here, with a bushel of bolts. These mandrills were hunters, specializing in ambush tactics and ranged combat, but their leader had taken and stowed their ranged weaponry while they were at camp to conserve their ammunition. Not only could they not ambush me, but they couldn’t use their most practiced weaponry against me, either.

Unfortunately, none of the gear was worth using, but there were a few things worth keeping. I found a bolt of Finest Silks which I remembered I needed for Gothra’s progression. Two more were required—along with the achievement—but now I knew I could get it from mandrills. Keeping that in mind for the future did not bode well for the next hunting camp I stumbled across.

I wanted to try to leave a confusing mess for whoever ended up investigating the attack here, so I grabbed a handful of bolts. I started stabbing the corpses and flinging them around the camp, trying to make it look like a much larger and longer fight than it was. In an effort to be even more confusing, I left the crossbows where they were, untouched, and then smashed my way through the south wall of the building to leave a big hole. I chucked a few pieces of debris as far south as my arm could get them, so it might look like the attacker had fled that way instead of back toward New Salem.

Behind the stilted building was the thing I really needed. A well-built and sturdy travois, the frame obviously made to carry a load of barrels. There was no mount here to pull it, but I didn’t need one. My prodigious strength would do the job just fine to get it back to town.

I kicked over a few tents to make a little more of a mess as I gathered the unopened barrels of water and grabbed the salted meat as well. Taking possession of the water barrels was enough for my Challenge Quest to complete, rewarding me for my success, but obviously I was going to get the water where it needed to go. I took a few minutes to carve off as much of the meat still on the hadrosaur carcass and chowed down on what the mandrills had already cooked to get my strength up for the task ahead.

The meat was as delicious as I remembered, even if it was unevenly cooked from being left unattended in the aftermath of the fight. I didn’t know if New Salem needed the meat, but if they didn’t, I could hook up the travois to Wowser and cart away whatever they didn’t want.

The two different types of barrels were not the same size or quality. The mandrill barrels were clearly better-made, reinforced with metal bands and easily resealed where as the water barrels were much cruder, unevenly cut and bound together with rope. I couldn’t figure out how to get the lid back on to the opened one, so I left it.

Gothra fluttered down to alight on the travois as I hefted the narrow end and looped the straps across my shoulders. Considering the weight of all the water and meat, she was a feather-light addition. Just carrying all this crap would have been impossible, but the travois did a lot to make the burden bearable. I regretted leaving Wowser behind and missing his strength for this task, but I was still glad to have taken Gothra for a test drive.

These are useful resources, she pointed out.

“They are,” I grunted as I dragged the travois east, out of the camp and over the rough terrain. “Though it’s not going to help for very long unless Marcus can figure out a way to secure this trade route.”

Gothra went silent at that for a moment.

After a moment I realized why.

She thought these were just for me, and hadn’t thought that I intended to share them. I’d earned them, so why would I give them away? Fortunately, she was smart enough to piece it together without needing me to give her a lecture.

I didn’t know enough of her mentality to know for sure if she was reaching the appropriate conclusion. Did she think that I was doing it to win some favor from the people of New Salem? To earn a position of power and leadership? To secure mating rights? Or did she recognize that it was a simple good deed?

She didn’t ask, and I had to focus on the task at hand. The longer we traveled together, the more likely she was to figure it out eventually.

Once I was a few minutes’ drag outside of the camp, I stopped and doubled back, clearing the trail I’d left behind. My stealth skill was apparently the one that governed that, and with my high level in it, the drag marks from the travois disappeared under my skilled hands. I kept to the task until I was all the way back to my payload—hopefully too far for the mandrills to reasonably search—and headed north to join back up with the game trail.

On the trail, there were no further interruptions all the way back to New Salem. I caused a bit of a stir when I emerged from the treeline—one of the guards on the wall audibly cursed in shock at my appearance. I hadn’t realized that I was still coated in mandrill gore. Being coated in gore had sort of become the default for me now. I supposed the people of New Salem were more used to the multicolored bug gunk than the familiar red of traditional blood.

Took longer than expected, Noaich scolded as we came around the corner to the gate, where Noaich and Wowser were still waiting with Doug. Though my crocodilian companion was clearly happy to see me return.

“Minor oversight,” I grunted as I nodded my head back at the travois. “Shoulda brought some real muscle to drag this back.”

You should have called for me, Wowser said with a spike of anxiety in his tone.

“It’s nothing I couldn’t handle,” I said, looking at Doug. “The mandrills obviously drank some of your water, but I think a few score pounds of salted meat ought to be fair trade.”

“You’re a profitable friend to have,” Doug observed. Even without him giving the order, the gates opened and a handful of people came out to accept the barrels I’d brought. “And Marcus says your moth is fine, as long as she stays close to you.”

“Don’t worry,” I said as she alighted on my back again as I lowered the travois to the ground. “I’ll keep a close eye on her.”

“Get inside then,” Doug said to me once my payload was safely in the hands of New Salem’s haulers. “And stay out of trouble.”

I led my little crew of pets into the town. Now that I was finally allowed to move freely, it was time to undertake my investigation. My insect companion could tell me where the source of the mysterious song was. Once we found it, it wouldn’t be hard to proceed from there.

Gothra wanted to ride on Wowser’s shell again, but I was anxious about people freaking out at the sight of her, so I wordlessly instructed her to stay on my back. It would also make it easier for me to communicate covertly, especially since I was going to need to talk to her in a town where I knew there were other Beastmasters.

“So what’s the plan?” Dale asked, making me jump slightly when I realized that he was following me.

“Well, I thought I was investigating,” I said, a bit more sharply than I intended. “But I guess we’re going for a walk?”

“I wanted to make sure I kept an eye on you,” Dale said defensively. “Don’t want you getting in over your head and vanishing, in case there is some nefarious cabal behind all this.”

I wanted to point out that at my level, I could probably take a fight with the whole town and win. But it wasn’t hard to see what he was getting at. He wasn’t worried about something bad happening to me. He was worried about me making trouble for the people of New Salem.

Honestly, I could respect that. As much as I’d done for him and the people here, he wasn’t casting aside his allegiance for someone he just met.

“So where is it coming from?” I asked Gothra.

She twitched her antennae, and I tried not to flinch when it was straight toward the big building that served as Marcus’s command center.

“Okay, so we have one point of reference,” I said, trying not to glance nervously at Dale. “Let’s move off of the line to get another point and then triangulate, okay?”

We picked our way toward the north edge of town, trying not to impede the flow of spider carapace as the parts went between the crafters at speed to make armor and weapons.

“You are still hearing it, right?” I asked. “And you can ignore it?”

It’s very strong now, my moth companion confirmed. But It’s just a noise now like any other. The False Moon Song holds no command over me.

She kept gesturing with her antennae as we walked, and no matter what angle we were at, her indication stayed trained on Marcus’s command center.

“Okay,” I said once we reached the inside of the north wall. “So I sort of expected this.”

Dale followed my gaze with a grimace. “Why would you expect this?”

“Where’s all the loot going?” I asked, trying to sound nonchalant. “Everything here that nobody is using? It’s all piled up in Marcus’s office. If someone found something and didn’t know what it was, where would it go?”

That seemed to mollify Dale a bit. The idea that I was actively looking to exonerate his leader sat better with him than the idea that I might be setting him up.

“The signal is very strong, though,” I warned. “I don’t know if that means—”

There was the low sound of a horn. I looked to the source and saw Doug standing over the wall by the gate, blowing into a carved bone horn.

I didn’t need Dale to explain what it meant.

The insects were coming.


Chapter 49
Insect Invasion


Despite the attack on the town having begun, I wasn’t technically in combat yet. That meant that I could make Wowser my active pet as long as I was quick about it. I also took the opportunity to fiddle with my various toggle abilities. My new Primal Bond let me give both Gothra and Noaich a powerful defensive buff so that they’d be safe during the attack, even if it would weaken their offensive abilities if they were forced into a fight.

“How can I help?” I asked Dale. As much as I knew the answer was going to be to just launch myself into the thick of things, I didn’t know the fastest way to get there.

“To the gate,” he said, not even finishing his sentence before he took off running. “They’ll close it up soon, but we can get out and onto the front line if we’re fast.”

“And if we’re not?” I asked, giving chase.

“Then we’ll fight the fliers in here,” he said.

I tried to ignore how ominous that sounded.

Instead, I focused on getting us to the gate at speed. Doug was there on the wall, where I’d seen him before, and despite his characteristic terseness, he was shouting a near-constant stream of orders now. More bug-armored fighters were arriving at the gate with every passing second, and one by one, Doug made eye contact and issued a concise and specific order to them. He sent a few to the walls, many out through the gate to form a vanguard, and arranged a few aside in a separate squad to run interference on the inside of the walls.

“Out the gate,” he said as soon as he saw me, not even hesitating. “Follow Dale’s commands.”

I didn’t need to hear anything else, and rushed out with Dale not even stopping to get an order. He knew what Doug was going to say.

There were under a dozen fighters outside the wall, but they mostly wore either the spider armor or the mantis armor. I guessed that meant they were the best fighters in town.

“New guy,” Dale barked, his voice obviously mimicking the commanding tone Doug had put forth. “To the front. Bring your friends.”

While Noaich and Gothra weren’t going to be as big a help as inactive pets, they weren’t going to be useless. With a big battlefield like this, Noaich could land a Comet where it wouldn’t hit anybody else, and while the normally high damage would be reduced, the attached debuff would be no less potent. Gothra would have the same capacity with her various dust attacks.

Dale issued some orders to the others, arranging them to defend the gate, even as Doug ordered it closed to protect the town’s interior.

He didn’t leave a spot for me in formation, and I understood why. Against the spiders, I stood in the midst of everything without backup. He anticipated that I would do more damage if I was in the same position.

With Wowser beside me, and Noaich positioned behind us where we could defend him—and Gothra helpfully clinging to my back—I was ready to meet the charge.

And the charge was ready to come.

The first ant burst through the treeline, snapping its jaws at the air in a way that Wild Empathy easily translated as rage. It was far to the north of the gate, and charged straight at the wall. It looked stupidly suicidal to be charging such stalwart defenses alone, but that was only because it was ahead of the pack. A few seconds after it entered view, the forest exploded, a tide of ants rushing in at us from the north.

Arrows and rocks started to blast from the guards on the north side of the wall. Some of them crackled with ability-borne power, but most of them didn’t. Still, they were already thinning the oncoming wave of attackers.

That one frontrunner ant took a small rock right through the head, splitting its carapace open and causing it to tumble to a stop ahead of the rest. The others paid the corpse no mind, though, trampling over it in their charge on New Salem.

I wanted to rush to their defense, but here on the southeast end of town, we were about to have our own problems.

The treeline was farther away on this side—the area had likely been cleared to give the guards minding the gate the time to close it if there was an unexpected attack. That meant that the giant mantids came out of the trees well before they reached me.

These weren’t normal mantises.

Their builds were shorter and stubbier than the one I’d fought earlier to prove myself to Doug. They were still about seven feet tall, but the stubbier build and shorter abdomen gave them a much more upright posture, making them look almost humanoid, if not for the four legs they had on the ground—in addition to their two giant scything claw arms.

Sixteen of the mantids emerged from the forest at once. Right behind them were at least two dozen termites, their brown-white forms fighting against each other to try to push to the front of the pack. On the flanks, there were a couple of trundling silver-shelled beetles the size of compact sedans, using their weight to try to bully their way through the termites to push into the lead.

All these bugs, and they were literally fighting with each other over who was going to be the first to hit us.

Wowser and I were going to have to make them regret that eagerness.

“Ready?” I called, knowing that Teamwork was going to pass my buffs on to the assembled defenders.

“Let’s rock and roll!” Dale called back.

Right as the line of mantids came in reach, I activated Enrage and ordered Wowser to pop Momentum. These upright mantis-creatures were nimble, and even before seeing me in action, they tried to alter course to swarm around me to attack the line of defenders behind me. But I was in no mood to be avoided, nor was my companion.

Wowser activated Shell Charge on his own initiative and smashed into the line of mantises at high speed. He struck one of them squarely, spattering his shell with bug guts like a road trip windshield. The speed boost let me lunge at the opposing line as well, shoulder-checking one of them with enough force to send it flying nearly ten feet away. It landed in a heap, one of its legs broken, and a giant crack down the front the green carapace of its chest.

After my charge, the others stopped ignoring me, lunging with their claw-arms reaching. With the building movement speed from Momentum, I was able to easily dance back, luring them closer to me before reversing direction. My attack speed—also enhanced by Conviviality made my attacks a blinding blur, smashing apart the green carapace of the mantises and sending them reeling back, missing their arms, legs, or heads.

But that wasn’t enough to stop them.

The injured mantis-monsters lunged in at me again as soon as they could get their balance. Even the ones I’d decapitated were clearly unwilling to give up the fight, flailing their limbs wildly in my direction. I was forced on the defensive, parrying attacks from foes that were already bleeding out. I couldn’t afford to waste time dismembering them further, but their imminent death didn’t make their attacks any less deadly.

Fortunately, I wasn’t alone.

Wowser was standing upright on his back feet, cleaving through foes with his giant foreclaws with almost comical ease. Every strike sliced through the carapace of several foes, and any attack that met him in return simply bounced off his thick hide. Even his underbelly was too hard for these creatures to break through.

My companion worked his way across the mantis numbers with lazy movements. When the wounded returned to attack him again, he just cut them down once more, even if he had to reduce them entirely to little green chunks before they’d stay down.

I decided to follow Wowser’s example. The wounded mantises that attacked me did so haphazardly, with no more thought given to their defenses. That made sense—they were already dead—but it let me finish the job quickly and efficiently, breaking through their nonexistent guard to cut them apart in places that would stop them from fighting for good. They couldn’t attack me with no arms.

It only took a couple of seconds, but the mantises were mostly routed. The ones that Wowser and I hadn’t diced were fighting against Dale’s defensive line while badly outnumbered. The human defenders were easily able to stand and fight, watching each other’s backs and keeping ahead of even the nimble movements of the bugs.

I didn’t even know why I had been worried.

These guys put all their training and effort into fighting insects for a while now. Their leveling decisions, skill development, and the whole industry of their town was laser-focused onto fighting off these waves of attackers. And on top of that, I was dramatically over leveled, with a companion specially selected to cleave through armies of foes.

For a brief moment, as I prepared for the oncoming wave of termites and iron-shelled beetles, It seemed like this was going to be easy.

That was when it came through the trees.

Trouble.

Big trouble.


Chapter 50
Bug-Juice Blitz


When the first one came out of the treeline, I thought it was going to be the big boss. The massive force that the rest of the insects—which seemed to be composed mainly of colossal termites—rallied around.

When two more appeared, I knew this was going to be a much harder-fought battle than I anticipated.

I wasn’t sure what I was looking at. Each monster was about twenty feet tall, with three tree-trunk-thick legs that stretched down from a bulbous spherical body. That was it. A giant walking tripod that made the ground shake with each step.

And it was made entirely of red-bodied ants.

The insects clung to each other, forming a dense cluster that made up the tripod’s form. Each one was only about a foot long, but there were thousands of them. They crawled over each other in the central body, and whenever the legs lifted off the ground, but whenever the enormous leg slammed down to the ground, their legs went rigid in a firm latticework of insect limbs.

This seemed to be a new threat. From the way Doug and Dale’s orders to their respective squads redoubled, they didn’t know how to deal with this new foe. They were directing the archers to try to target the ants down to thin their numbers, but they obviously couldn’t physically stop their approach. Only the town’s high walls could provide an impediment to the long legs of the ant-tripod.

I had to do something.

“Wowser,” I barked. “This way. Go!”

I added wordless direction to the order through our connection and hopped up onto his back. His use of Shell Charge combined with our built-up speed boost from Momentum let us blast our way through the army of termites. I hacked away with my axes as we went, cutting down anything that tried to stop us—or anything that I could reach—in hopes of thinning out the attack that Dale’s front line would have to deal with.

Riding on Wowser’s shell, it felt like I was on the prow of a speedboat cutting through the ocean. I could even feel the spray against my face, though the spray was bug juice instead of sea water. It was only a few moments before we closed the distance on the nearest ant-tripod.

The defenders were pelting the tripods with arrows and rocks, and while a few ant bodies were falling away from the congregation, it wasn’t enough to make any of the walking structures start to lose cohesiveness. The people of New Salem simply could not stop the clumped-up bugs from their approach.

But I could.

I activated several abilities at once as I threw out a roundhouse kick from atop Wowser’s shell. Savage Claws allowed the unarmed strike to cleave through the ant-tripod’s leg, hitting dozens of insects at once. Biter allowed the attack to count as a weapon attack, letting me apply Maul to it. The combination sent out a cacophonous burst of red explosions out of every victim of the strike. I was pretty sure the [Bleed] effect wouldn’t stack with itself, but inflicting it on such a tremendous number of ants was still a great start. The stamina cost of the strike was quite high, but it was worth it.

With a big section of the leg afflicted with the [Bleed] debuff, Wowser stood up. I jumped down to the ground behind him and let him cut loose. His cleaving claws got a damage boost from Teamwork, and two swipes obliterated a huge section of leg.

The tripod unbalanced and started to come down toward us. Wowser let out a grunting bellow of battle-rage as he started ripping through the collapsing column of ants, destroying them by the dozen.

Bits of shell and bug goop flew in every direction like they were being fed into a wood chipper.

As he worked on the tripod, I kept the other bugs off his back. Plodding iron-shelled stag beetles lunged at Wowser, obviously seeking to grab and crush him with their giant pincer jaws. My strength wasn’t enough to break their metallic-shelled jaws, or the silvery shell that covered the top half of their body, but driving my axe into their sides found the softer parts of their chitin, spilling their guts all over the ground and keeping my companion safe. The beetles were slow to attack, and couldn’t charge in numbers to overwhelm my defense.

The tripod’s bulbous body crashed down before us after just a few moments. Wowser’s Momentum was reaching its peak now, and his burrowing claws let him wade into the big mass of red ants like it was nothing more than mist.

I moved to watch his back, keeping the swarming mess from engulfing him.

The red ants were vicious biters, their jaws snapping from every direction once we were within the ant-tripod’s body, but their individual strength wasn’t anywhere near enough to pierce Wowser’s defenses. His shell and thick hide repelled them all. And my attack speed and parry skill was more than enough to keep me safe while he did the heavy lifting.

There was some critical mass that had to be met to keep the tripod intact.

Wowser ripped into the heart of it after only a few seconds. Suddenly the mass was insufficient to support itself.

The ants began to dissipate, scattering as individuals. They still moved to attack the town, but they were no threat individually, now that we’d broken their formation.

There were two more tripods to contend with, stomping across the battlefield toward New Salem’s walls.

But before I could move to deal with them, a new threat appeared.

Giant red beetles, each the size of a minivan, trundled out of the treeline. They glowed with fiery heat, and as soon as they cleared the trees, they took to the air. But not with wings. Fiery blasts emitted from their backside like rocket engines, sending them hurtling through the air in massive leaps. As they reached the apex of their jump, they spun, their backsides firing again. Each one spewed searing red chemicals at the town in scattershot sprays of fist-sized gobs, all focused on a particular spot. The blazing goop peppered the top of the town’s walls, sizzling and smoking wherever they struck, covering a section of the wall in scattered wads of chemical fire.

“Wowser, get the next one,” I barked, pointing at the tripod nearest to the town, approaching a spot covered in bombardier beetle spit, where the defenders were now just that much thinner. “I’ve got to take care of those things.”

But the third one… Wowser warned.

“Noaich! Gothra!” I bellowed, reaching through my connection to my inactive pet and pointing at the third tripod. “Light it up!”

I heard Noaich’s Howl over the din of battle as he buffed himself up, and only a second after, a giant icy Comet came down on the body of the tripod. It smashed through the elevated body, ripping through it and then crashing into the army of mingled termites and beetles at its feet, sending ice shards shattering out in a massive blast.

His attack didn’t do a ton of damage thanks to my new passive reducing Noaich’s output, but some lucky bits of ice cleared out more of the ants in the legs. The tripod stayed standing, but faltered, slowing down as the swarm struggled to redistribute its surviving members.

The ability also suffused all the insects in the area with that purple energy that was Comet’s damage debuff. That would have to help New Salem’s other defenders to fight off the threats when they arrived.

Gothra fluttered over the battlefield, raining down glittering purple Faerie Dust on the attackers. It took her a while to reach the tripod, but that just meant she was afflicting a giant swath of the bugs with the attached debuff on the way. The dust did very little damage—it was already a weaker attack compared to Noaich’s Comet even before the damage penalty—but the debuff was much higher value. It lit up the insects, making it much easier for the ranged defenders to pick out their targets to best dismantle the structural integrity of the living siege tower.

As Wowser charged his way toward the other tripod as I’d instructed, I rushed instead toward the rocket-jumping bombardier beetles. They stuck together in a big clump, letting them focus their fire together. It also let me get amongst them before they could recover whatever the cooldown was on their rocket-boost jump.

Momentum was going to wear in just a few more moments, but I needed to capitalize on the peak attack speed it offered before going into the downtime where I wouldn’t have the boost. I activated Spirit Surge now to boost my combat skills as I threw myself into the midst of the giant bombardiers. I could see that their shells were heavily armored—smashing my axes into them wasn’t going to get more than a few cracks and scratches.

But I had to strike. I needed these things to recognize me as a threat before they leaped up to attack the walls again. Their attention needed to be on me.

I activated one of my new abilities: Razor Back. The physical sensation of bristles of red-orange energy growing out of my body like hedgehog spines made my skin crawl, but it was all just shimmering energy. It didn’t do any real damage to myself or my equipment. It just felt like it should.

I charged the nearest van-sized beetle and smashed my forehead into the side of its face, using Skull Bash to stun it. I wanted the damage boost from the successful stun for this next part.

“If you want to hit New Salem, you have to go through me!” I yelled at them before raising my weapons above my head.

I activated Razor Back a second time, sending the quills of energy out in a radial blast around myself. Not sure what I was expecting… but it wasn’t… that.


Chapter 51
In The Hot Seat


The quills from Razor Back shot out with a peculiar sensation.

It felt like popping a particularly nasty zit. The release of pressure that I hadn’t really felt until it was gone. The red-orange spines launched out in all directions, peppering the rocket-powered beetles with what I hoped was enough damage to draw their ire onto myself.

For the most part, the damage the attack dished out wasn’t deadly, but it was otherwise what I expected. The thick red shells were dented and scratched, at best.

But apparently it was threat enough to get damage through the shells at all.

I could easily see why.

In the few spots where the blast had cracked the shell, the reddish glow of the beetles’ heat was intensifying to orange. Damage to the shell was dangerous to the creature due to the dangerous chemical reactions going on within.

The whole group of beetles turned on me immediately, bending their abdomens to point the business end at me.

It was less like the threat of a bull’s horns, and more like staring down the barrel of a gun.

Or a flamethrower.

The dull red glow within the spout-like protrusion intensified, warning me of my impending fiery death.

With so many looking directly at me, there wasn’t any way for me to reasonably avoid getting lit up. Even if I could dodge the first couple of blasts, the firestorm of all of them shooting at once was going to be too big to evade. So I only had one option.

I activated Diamond Hide.

The bluish energy suffused my skin, and the glow was more than enough to set all the beetles off. In reaction to me making the slightest move, they all started blasting.

Searing hot chemicals filled the air from every direction.

The heat was intense, and the smoke that billowed up from it wherever it struck was even worse. I found myself glad for the extra lung capacity from toying around with wind instrument skill, because I had to hold my breath to avoid choking on the fumes.

But I took surprisingly little damage. In addition to boosting my defense, Diamond Hide made me more resistant to non-physical damage, like the burning chemicals. On top of that, my new spider armor pants were reducing the damage from the insects as well.

With all of them shooting me at once, damage did get through. But it was just a little tickle. Nowhere near the deadly inferno that it probably looked like from the outside.

The attack created a tremendous smokescreen around me, but my Beast Hunter senses let me detect my foes with my other senses so effectively that I might as well have been able to see them. I had the beetles’ attention to stop them from attacking the town, but now I had to deal with them. More insects were still pouring out of the treeline, and the sooner I dealt with the rocket-jumping bombardiers, the sooner I could face the next threat.

To counteract the trickle of chemical burn damage, I activated Bloodbath and started hacking at the thick beetle shells with both weapons as fast as I could.

Under the smokescreen of burning chemicals, the giant insects didn’t seem to be able to see me. Their snapping mandibles clacked closed in every direction, seemingly trying to catch me on sheer luck rather than aim. I danced through the storm of blind attacks, and smashed my axes into the creatures’ shells around their head and thorax.

I was anxious about hitting their abdomens too hard, in case they detonated. That was where the bulk of the heat and glow was coming from. But striking the other parts of their body still brought that same glow to the surface when the shell was cracked or scratched deeply enough.

It only took a few testing strikes to find the common soft spots on the metal-hard shells. Their armor was thickest around the top of both their abdomen and head, but was only marginally thinner on the underside where I could even reach it. While their legs were spindly and many-jointed, the chitinous plating there was still very thick, and the beetles were quick to twist and bend the limbs to absorb the impact.

The vulnerabilities were obvious once I started striking, though. At the base of the legs, where they met the thorax, it was much thinner than the rest of the shell. The beetles were unable to absorb the blows as easily as directly on the legs. A few solid strikes to the area—assisted by the skill boost from Spirit Surge—had the giant bugs leaking searing-hot chemicals that started melting the outside of their carapace on contact.

Smashing the sides of their heads, though, was almost a deathblow at a stroke. The joints of their mandibles meant that the area was weak as the thorax around the limbs, and while injuring the head didn’t instantly kill them, cracking the shell there brought that bright orange glow of the beetle’s volatile insides to the surface. The heat seemed to fry their brains, making them sluggish and feeble.

With the puzzle of battling the beetles solved, I started to mow them down. Smashing my axe into the sides of their heads left them vulnerable. Once they were stunned and sluggish, I could sidle up alongside them and open up a wound on their thorax that bled searing chemicals that did further damage to them. As the wounds in their sides bled burning fluids, the glow in their bodies subsided. It wasn’t killing them quickly, but it was disarming them quite effectively. One of them tried to blindly fire more corrosive fluid into the smoky cover and barely a dribble spattered the ground beneath it.

With the rocket-jumping bombardier beetles rendered inert, I was able to retreat from the smoldering mess that I’d reduced them to. If they didn’t die from their own fiery chemicals, then they would be running dry long before they got to New Salem’s other defenders. I had to get out of the smoke, though. My other senses were strong enough to let me fight effectively under that cover, but I couldn’t see the whole battlefield as well with my eyes.

As I emerged from the smoke, I saw that the battle was going well. Wowser had not just obliterated the ant-tripod I’d sent him at, but he’d taken the initiative—and the buffs I’d shared with him from Diamond Hide, Bloodbath, Spirit Surge, and even Razor Back—to plow his way through the insect army to attack the final tripod as well, bringing it down. Noaich was fighting alongside Dale’s crew, using his tough scaly hide to act as a frontline protector for the others as they repelled the mixture of termites, beetles, and ants. Meanwhile, Gothra fluttered over the battlefield, dusting the insects with weakening debuffs wherever they massed, rendering them vulnerable to New Salem’s archers and slingers.

The incoming insect army was breaking apart.

Anyone could see that the battle was effectively won, now that the attackers had no siege capabilities left.

But the insects were not driven by tactics. They were driven by unnatural fury. Their only command was to obliterate New Salem, not to regroup and live to fight another day.

We still had to defend ourselves from the surviving attackers.

Looking up at New Salem’s walls, I saw Doug standing on the parapets, wielding a shortbow with fearsome efficiency, firing several arrows every second. His eyes were glued to the trail of dust Gothra was leaving behind as she fluttered over the field, marking targets with her ability. He wasn’t killing the targets in a single blow, but he was weakening them, thinning out their hit points for the defenders on the ground.

Beside him stood another figure in spider-carapace armor. He bore a comically large longbow, and was following along with Doug’s shots, but much slower. His shots killed whatever he hit, but his slower speed meant he wasn’t doing as much actual damage as Doug. I recognized quickly that it was Marcus from the yellow ribbonlike bandana on his helmet.

Gothra was flying toward me as they fired, and I could tell when the pair of them noticed me out here in the thick of the bugs. My companion’s dust hadn’t yet reached the bugs in my immediate vicinity, so they didn’t have to change paths. But there was a hesitation when they saw me isolated out here. Probably surprised that I was even still alive.

Spider-slayer! Gothra cried as she got close. The signal! It’s changing!

“Where is it coming from now?” I asked, aware that the surrounding mob of insects was starting to converge on me now that I was out of the smoke cloud of bombardier beetle fumes.

Not the location, the message! she warned. It’s telling me to kill… me!

I tried to figure out what that meant. The insects obviously weren’t committing suicide. Or, at least, not any more than they already were by throwing themselves at an entrenched position and fighting to the death.

Also you, Gothra continued. And Wowser and Noaich. And that human you were talking to.

“That is some important clarifica—” I stopped when it hit me. “Which human?”

The one Noaich is helping, Gothra said.

I looked back over my shoulder.

The insect army was responding to the change in orders, though the people at the front gate weren’t going to realize it. Those bugs were still throwing themselves at the gate, but they weren’t trying to push past the defenders to gain entry.

They were trying to attack Dale and Noaich.

The bugs were even pulling away from attacking the town walls from other angles, retreating from the walls. It looked like some of the ones nearest to the gate were rerouting toward the gate.

But a lot more—the bulk of the surviving forces—were converging directly on one position.

Me.


Chapter 52
Chaos


I had to make a split-second decision.

Obviously I could stand and fight, but with a whole army of bugs coming for me, that wasn’t an attractive prospect. The raptors and the spiders that I’d fought recently in similarly overwhelming numbers had been more threatening individually, but they both had a critical weakness in comparison to the insects. They had self-preservation instincts.

Those foes had broken ranks and fled when the fight was clearly lost. The insects were here to fight to the last bug.

I could kill them by the hundreds, but every missed dodge and parry was hit points that I might not be able to get back. They could smother me with their numbers.

I couldn’t just stand my ground. I needed a better plan than that.

My next option was to get to Wowser. Even from here, my Beast Hunter senses told me that insects were converging on him, but he barely noticed. His cleaving claws ripped through the insects with such ease that I was sure he would do just fine all by himself against the whole army. His defenses were so strong, the passive healing from On The Prowl was enough to keep him up against what little damage got through his stony hide.

But I had to consider my other companions.

Noaich could probably handle himself for a while, but even with the powerful damage reduction of Spirit Bond he couldn’t hold out forever. And while Gothra’s flight seemed to be keeping her safe for now, Dale had warned of enemy fliers joining the battle.

Dale.

He was probably my biggest concern. I wasn’t sure why the insects’ new orders included him. But of the targets Gothra had listed, he was the one in the most danger. He had to be lower-level than us, and while he had a squad of fighters—and Noaich—at his side now, he very likely lacked the tools to survive an onslaught that I wasn’t optimistic about myself.

That settled things. It just wasn’t right to let Dale get overwhelmed and killed.

I charged back toward the town gates, slashing my way through the termites by the dozen as I went. Their pliable, leathery chitin made them more maneuverable than the other insects, but it also meant that they lacked the defenses to slow me down while I was on the offensive. With Diamond Hide still active, the stray attacks that hit me did negligible damage, and Bloodbath restored it quickly.

As I cut my way through the ranks, I pushed orders through my connections to my pets. I knew Noaich was already working on fighting off the attackers near the gate, but I made sure he knew to keep an eye out for Dale as he did so. Gothra fluttered her way in that direction, too, after I warned her to keep herself safe on the way, since she was so fragile. I almost skipped issuing orders to Wowser, since he was doing fine on his own. But I couldn’t guarantee that we would be so lucky. I urged him to make his way back to us when he could.

As me and my companions converged, the question still remained: why Dale? I could understand how whatever was behind the mysterious song might target me. I was a mercenary new to the scene that was obviously changing the game. Whatever force was behind this had to want me gone.

But again… why Dale?

I found myself glancing back at the town’s big and imposing walls. My eye was instinctively drawn to the bit of yellow that trailed off of Marcus’s helm. He still stood next to Doug, but while Doug was still firing wildly into the insect army with his bow, Marcus had stopped. He was still shouting orders to the others on the wall, keeping them spread to protect the town, but he’d stopped firing his massive longbow. Perhaps he couldn’t shoot and issue orders at the same time.

Or perhaps it was all part of the plan.

I tried to shake off the idea that Marcus had to be behind the attacks. It couldn’t be so simple, could it?

But now he was ordering the town’s other defenders to watch the walls that the insects were visibly ceasing their attacks against. He was pulling resources away from the front gate, reducing how much support Dale and I would receive against the refocused attackers.

If I were in his position, I wouldn’t make such a call unless I wanted the man on the front lines to die.

But perhaps he was just overcautious. If another wave of bugs struck the north wall, it would be a disaster if everyone was standing here defending the gate.

It struck me like a bolt of lightning. While I was ripping apart another iron-shelled stag beetle, I remembered that Marcus had been speaking with Doug. I noticed them on the wall together just before Gothra made her way to me to update me on the new orders. Doug was the one who had Dale follow me in the few minutes I’d had to investigate the town with Gothra.

That was why Dale was included in the kill order. Because Doug had told him that I wanted to bring an insect into town, and then told him that he had Dale keep an eye on me. Marcus knew that with Gothra, I could sense the song that was causing this mess. Doug probably didn’t tell him that was my plan, but if Marcus was the one causing this mess, he might jump to that conclusion.

And it wasn’t as if he had never killed anyone to secure power.

The obliterated campsite of New Salem’s “Freeloaders” was proof of that, whether or not he was the one commanding the insects.

I had to confront him.

The sooner the better.

For now, though, the insects were forming a growing wave behind me as I finally reached the front gate, where Noaich and Dale were being overrun. A slash of Savage Claws cut a swath out of the swarm, buying us a few seconds before the next wave of mixed bugs closed in around us.

“We have to move,” I said to Dale. “The bugs’ orders changed. They’re targeting us.”

“Is that new?” Dale asked, putting on a big smile despite the danger. “I thought you figured out by now that they’re not here to sell Girl Scout cookies.”

“Not the town. Us,” I corrected myself. “You and me specifically.”

“Why?” Dale asked.

I didn’t have time to answer.

The wave of insects was upon us.

Foot-long red ants swarmed at us in mass. They were the remains of the tripods, now too few to re-form their stomping siege engine. Cutting through them was a challenge from the raw density of their numbers. The blast of red energy from Maul let me keep a little ahead of the crowd, killing the one I struck squarely, and causing those within the range of the blast to bleed to death within the next few seconds.

Dale put up his best fight. Some ability he activated gave him something like Wowser’s Cleave passive, sending his heavy club smashing through the oncoming ants by the dozen. Though his first swing only battered the ants he struck. He had to come back with the backhand to finish his targets.

Noaich was going wild, thrashing around with terrifying snarls. With his damage reduced by Spirit Bond he wasn’t the powerhouse he usually was, but he was naturally intimidating, and his weight alone was enough to send the bugs within reach scattering, oftentimes setting them to come after me and Dale instead.

The wave of termites came in on the heels of the ants. I found my focus entirely consumed by the fight for survival. For every termite I cleaved in twain, two more took its place. And they were only the foot soldiers. The heavily armored beetles were coming in behind them, which would demand much more of my attention to kill. Even now I was taking more damage than I wanted. Little red ants were escaping my notice and covering my legs with stinging bites now that the much larger termites were taking my attention.

There was a rumbling coming from the ground, and I could see the next wave of insects coming in.

Dark umber arcs sprouted from the ground before plunging back into the dirt. Burrowing centipedes, at least thirty feet long, but only two feet wide, bouncing out of the earth every few feet like swimming dolphins. Or perhaps a closer comparison was a sea serpent with how much of its body was still slithering through the brief tunnels it made while it was several bounces past it.

I needed to clear some space for the fight as it kept escalating.

I needed to keep Dale alive.

I needed to confront Marcus.

There were a lot of needs and not enough means. I needed to turn my problems into solutions for my other problems.

“This way,” I barked, starting to retreat toward the walls. “Stay behind me!”

Dale gave a few orders of his own, reminding me that there were other fighters here on the frontline. They simply weren’t being pressured. The bugs allowed them to hack away at them as they tried to rush past toward Dale, me, and my companions.

A brown-shelled centipede emerged from the ground nearby, plunging its pincers at my face. My axes met the oncoming attack. I thought that I could cut the monster apart, but its shell was thicker than its narrow body made it look. Instead of hacking into its shell, I only deflected its path, sending it slamming into the dirt next to me. It kept its momentum and drove itself into the ground, its head tunneling away while its body flew by, legs kicking and lashing out to ward off attack.

Dale and Noaich were backing up toward the wall, and I moved to cover their retreat, my axes whirling into the oncoming termites and beetles. It was only a matter of time before the next centipede attacked, and my buffs were starting to cycle down. Things were about to get extremely dicey, and the only advantage I had was a wall to put my back against.

I just had to hope it was enough, because my plan had started out flimsy and was getting flimsier.


Chapter 53
The Source


It would have made sense for the bugs’ numbers to start thinning out as we cut them down, but it only seemed to be growing. What I’d thought was the whole swarm converging on us was only the first wave.

Individual types of insects were dwindling now, though. The small tripod-forming red ants were almost all gone, and while the giant termites were still numerous, the density was dwindling.

Though that was less because we’d made a serious dent in their numbers, and more because of the other insects that had pushed their way through the battlefield to join the attack. Many more of our foes were iron-shelled stag beetles now, which took a few strikes to break through for even my prodigious strength.

My arms were starting to ache from the constant battle. In earlier fights, when things dragged on for this long, it was because there were lulls in the action. Moments when I could catch my breath a little. Even just a pause while the enemy regrouped and reassessed my threat level.

But the insects were relentless in a way that no other foe had ever been.

I was constantly swinging both weapons as fast as I could just to keep from being physically drowned by the press of giant bugs.

“What’s the plan?” Dale yelled over the din of battle.

“Survive!” I called back.

“Strong start,” Dale replied, “I like the direction you’re going. How do we get there?”

“Trust me,” I said. Hoping that my tone was compelling enough to keep him hopeful.

Because that was when the fliers came in.

The buzzing drone came on suddenly as they emerged from the treeline. The forest canopy had masked the sound and when they emerged it drowned out all attempts at communication. Giant black-and-yellow bees, each one the size of a motorcycle, flew straight toward us in a V-formation.

I couldn’t shout my orders, so I had to push them through my connection to my pets. At my direction, Gothra flew low, fluttering down to land on my back again. With my back to the town wall, she would be reasonably safe from incidental damage from the attacking insects, but I couldn’t leave her up there in the sky, where I couldn’t protect her from the bees.

The bees weren’t here for air superiority, though. Their flight was more direct and precise than Gothra’s fluttering, but their bulbous bodies still moved a bit clumsily.

What they were here for was for a siege.

Each one carried a payload, and as they approached, they angled their flight to pelt me with it before swooping up and away.

At first I thought they were throwing rocks at me. Big round boulders about three feet across. But they were too smooth to be stone, and as they grew closer, I saw a systematic stripe pattern. It wasn’t until they came down on me that I realized what they were.

Giant pill bugs.

They were too big and heavy to try to parry or block, forcing me to dive out of the way.

Abandoning my defenses to dodge the giant projectiles meant that I took a few bites from the bugs around me, but I preferred that to getting bowled over by a flying cannonball.

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

The roly-poly bombardment came down like rain. Three of them nearly hit me. One struck a glancing blow against my shoulder, but the combination of Diamond Hide’s defense and rolling with the impact managed to keep the damage from getting too extreme.

Three more hit the wall, striking it hard enough to leave superficial cracks in the surface.

The last two went wide, splattering a couple of giant beetles that were in the wrong place at the wrong time.

Up above, the bees circled and flew back to the forest. I got the feeling we’d see them again soon once they fetched another payload of pill bugs to hurl at us.

“They’re alive!” Dale called, clearly alarmed.

The pill bugs were uncurling where they’d landed. Tiny legs clawing at the air as they twisted their bodies to get back on their feet. For a moment, I feared the little armored tanks were going to join the fray.

Instead, Wild Empathy corrected my expectations.

The little creatures were cursing. Bemoaning what the bees had done. One complained of the dryness of the air, while another whined that it had been consuming the most delicious rotting stump of its life when it was attacked.

“Leave them alone,” I snapped before one of Dale’s defenders could attack one of the pill bugs. “They’re not here to hurt us! They’re just ammunition.”

Why would we hurt you? one of the bugs demanded. Are you predators?

“Long story,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. You can go home when the fight is over.”

Fight? the pill bug asked with obvious alarm.

Fight? echoed another.

Fight! Fight! Fight! a third chanted in panic.

As one, all the pill bugs rolled themselves back into tight little balls, clearly intending to wait out the battle. I wasn’t sure why they weren’t under the effects of the compulsion that afflicted the other insects, but I wasn’t going to ask questions.

My plan suddenly came into focus.

“Dale,” I called, “you wanted a plan, right?”

“Yeah, that’d be great, champ.” From his tone, I could tell much more easily that he was forcing his big grin as hard as he could for the sake of morale. “Whatcha got for me?”

“Pile these guys up by the wall,” I instructed. “Make a little pyramid for me.”

Dale clearly didn’t understand my objective here, but he barked orders to his people. With the bugs focused on Dale and I, they were basically free to roll the pill bugs around.

The bugs themselves seemed pretty chill with it. If they were uncomfortable or disliked what was happening, their response seemed to be to roll themselves up tighter rather than resist.

My plan was coming together. The stack of boulder-like bugs only went halfway up the wall, but it was a start. I fought my way up the pile, backing up to balance on the pill bugs as I smashed my axes onto the oncoming insects to keep them from overrunning me as I moved. Dale saw what I was doing and followed suit, scrambling up to take advantage of the high ground to give him some breathing room.

I had grander plans, though.

The iron-shelled beetles clambered up the pill bug pile, and from on high, I had so much more leverage to jam my axe down on their heads to kill them quickly. As the termites came, they were just as easily felled, the chunks of their bodies tumbling to the base of the crude pyramid. The bug bodies started piling up beneath us, but were no longer directly at our feet, tripping us up.

Wowser burst onto the scene at last with another Shell Charge, his giant claws hacking through the bugs with the same lazy efficiency he’d always had. Unprompted, he moved to Noaich’s side, using the power granted to him by being my active pet to help defend my crocodilian companion.

Despite the single-minded focus on our deaths, the bugs were starting to look a little reluctant to keep throwing their numbers under his claws in order to land a bite on him that would be reduced to zero damage by his defenses.

“Marcus!” I yelled up at the wall, in the vague direction of where I’d seen him. “How about you come over this way, buddy? Help us out?”

Marcus yelled something, but I couldn’t really hear it. He was too far up the wall, and the sound of combat all around me was too much.

“Try that again?” I grunted as I cut down another giant termite, still waiting for my opening. “I can’t hear you from way over there! Can I get some archers on this side? Be a friend?”

Marcus started to stalk his way along the wall, carefully pushing past the other defenders. More than once I heard indistinct shouting of him ordering the other defenders to stand their ground, even as there was nothing else for them to do if they weren’t covering Dale and I.

Damn it.

I really hoped I was wrong… but he wasn’t making that easy.

“Give me a reading,” I said to Gothra as she clung to my back for safety. “What direction is the signal coming from?”

The town, she said. I cannot tell much more than that. I think it might still be in the big building.

“All right,” I said. “Be ready to give me a fresh one. Because I’m going to rush right at it and bring this to an end in a second.”

The moment I was waiting for came.

One of the dirt-serpent centipedes burst out of the ground at the base of the pill bug pyramid. Its sharp jaws snapped right toward my face, but I was ready, catching the bug right under the head with one axe, locking the head of the weapon with the mandible there. It took a tremendous feat of strength to redirect its path enough for what I wanted, but I found myself up to the task as I redirected the striking centipede up over my head.

I drove it straight into New Salem’s wall. The primitive concrete was solid enough against what the ants and the termites could do, but the centipedes were digging through hard packed earth as easily as a fish through water. The many-legged creature didn’t burst right through the wall, but the combination of its burrowing strength and momentum drove the mandibles six inches into the stone, where the creature stuck solidly.

Before the centipede could react to what I’d just done to it, I smashed my elbow into its side, using Skull Bash to stun it. I jumped straight up, using its head as a foothold and jumped, using my Acrobatics skill to launch myself the rest of the way up onto the wall.

Tch, the centipede grunted. Rude.

I didn’t have time to unpack that. The centipede was the only one of the attackers that had communicated anything. But I was about to confront Marcus. I couldn’t be distracted from that.

“Sorry, Marcus,” I said as the man stomped his way across the top of the wall toward me. “I couldn’t hear you from down there.”

It’s him, Gothra hissed, Wild Empathy translating her panic. He’s the source!

It seemed unnecessary, but my quest finally updated, now that we’d narrowed it down to the point where no room for doubt remained.

Pest Control
You’ve identified the source of the signal calling the bugs to battle. Make the signal stop by whatever means necessary (0/1).

“Yeah,” I grumbled, directed both at Gothra and to the system itself. “That’s what I was afraid you were going to say.”


Chapter 54
Inside The House


Marcus was approaching in a manner that looked innocuous enough. He didn’t look happy, but he wasn’t scowling or sneering. Without Gothra’s warning, I might have doubted my suspicions for a second. But too much evidence had mounted, and my companion fingering him squarely as the source of the signal meant that I wouldn’t let my guard down.

“What do you think you’re doing?” Marcus demanded. “You’re gonna lead them all right in here, where everyone is most vulnerable.”

“Oh?” I asked, trying not to project all the sarcasm the post-apocalypse had to offer. “And why wouldn’t they be trying to get here already?”

Marcus flinched.

It was possible that he thought it was obvious that the bugs were targeting me. It was possible that he thought I was too stupid to realize that they were doing it.

If he’d been confused, or condescending, or even patient, I might have let my doubts grow. If he was the source of the signal unwittingly, then he might have shown any of a range of emotions in reaction to my clear confrontation.

Instead, that flash of fear told me that I was right on the money.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, giving him my biggest, most charming grin. “Was I not supposed to notice?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Marcus spat at me. “Get back down there and fight. Unless you’re just another freeloader.”

He said the word like it was the most vile insult. From the way the others had reacted to the word, I wondered how much work he’d put in to instilling it into the people of New Salem as a curse. I wasn’t a victim to that conditioning, though. He wouldn’t make me blink with it.

“I’ll be honest with you, Big M,” I said, waving my axe down at the bugs below. “Let's play this game for a while in New Salem. I'd love to settle in and spend some time here. I love a good mystery, and I think I could do a lot of good here while we do a coy little dance. But…”

I glanced down at the battlefield below.

Below us, Dale was holding his ground admirably at the top of the pill bug pyramid, but I could see that he was wearing down. Noaich and Wowser were offering as much help as they could, but the enemy numbers just seemed to keep swelling. Even from here, I could see another army entering the battlefield, as a wave of six-foot-long black ants marched out of the treeline.

“But we don’t have time for games,” I continued. I stabbed my axe northeast, toward the direction I’d come in from. “Your body count is already too high. I’m just going to stop you now.”

“Is that what you think?” Marcus smirked, arching an eyebrow. “You think I wanted this? You think I wanted those people to die? I did what I had to do. It was me who made the tough choices. I built a bastion for humanity. A fortress to save these people’s lives. You think I want to kill you to protect it?” He gripped his bow in both hands, holding it a bit more like a staff. “Here’s a better question: do you think I won’t?”

I knew his spider armor was primarily useful against insects, but his weapon worried me. It was a six-foot bow that appeared to be made out of amber. The way he held it, I suspected it wasn’t the first time he’d used it in melee. Perhaps the system was more generous about that than I thought it should be. Perhaps he’d just never faced a real challenge that he hadn’t orchestrated himself.

“I’m going to give you one chance,” I said carefully. “Call off your little friends. We can all come to the table and talk about this peacefully. I’m willing to let the people decide your fate. Who knows? Maybe they’ll be nice to you.” I slowly raised my weapons toward him. “Because I can tell you right now, I won’t be.”

“I’m happy to turn that right around,” Marcus snapped. “Here’s your one chance. Leave New Salem. Walk away right now and let me keep these people safe. You don’t have to bring this down on everyone’s heads.”

That gave me pause. I had expected him to be a power-hungry asshole. But he thought he was doing the right thing. He thought he was the good guy here, and he was willing to kill me for that conviction.

Marcus wasn’t a villain. He was just a garden-variety idiot.

Fortunately for the people of New Salem—living and exiled—I was just as willing to kill him for my own convictions.

“It seems we’ve made our choices,” I said at last. “You can’t admit what you’ve done, and I can’t let you continue doing it.” I shrugged. “I guess all that’s left is for us to kill each other.”

Marcus didn’t hesitate. He lunged right at me and brought his heavy longbow down right on my head. It wasn’t a clumsy strike, but I didn’t even need to think about bringing one of my axes up and deflecting it to the left. Marcus staggered to the side, struggling to avoid falling off the side of the wall, and I stepped up and drove my forehead straight into his temple with Skull Bash to stun him.

“Big M, buddy,” I said firmly. “I need you to understand something about how the system works before we go too much farther.”

Marcus shook off the stun and brought his bow up again in a backhand swing aimed to bowl me off the wall and back down into the army of bugs. I twisted with the impact, letting my armor soften the blow as it rolled off my shoulder, failing to give him the leverage to push me properly.

“You’re outclassed here,” I continued, stepping in and smashing the flat of one of my axes against his elbow, making him nearly drop his bow. “If you want a chance, you can’t hold back. You need all your little friends with you.” I pointed down off the wall. “Get them off of Dale and on me right now, and you might have a shot.”

“I’ve got more than those,” Marcus snapped, backing off. He tried to back off farther to give himself some room to think, but I kept stalking toward him, closing the gap as fast as he could open it. “Let me show you what you’re really up against.”

It’s changed, Gothra whispered from my back. The False Moon Song. You’re the only one it calls for now!

“Good,” I said, answering both of them with the same word. I wanted Marcus to use his powers more aggressively, so that the people of New Salem would see he was behind all of this. I also wanted him targeting just me, to keep Dale from getting overrun and killed.

Unfortunately, Marcus did indeed have more tricks up his sleeve than expected.

The drone of insect wings came from the treeline once more. I expected another swarm of bees coming to fling things down at me, but this was a new threat. Seven giant dragonflies, the smallest of them twelve feet long, were flying out of the trees and buzzing their way straight at me.

“That’s odd,” Marcus said. He made a show of sniffing the air when I stopped to regard the oncoming threat. “You must not be that knowledgeable about insects. Because if you knew you were facing the most efficient predator in the world, you’d have pissed yourself. They have a ninety-five percent success rate on the hunt. Higher than any mammal could ever boast. And right now, you’re their target.” He paused a moment before adding: “I weep for our education system if a five-percent chance of survival doesn’t scare you.”

These were obviously serious threats. Their giant compound eyes and incredibly precise and fast flight meant that I didn’t have any option to try to run or hide from these things. And their numbers and size promised a challenging fight, even if I was over leveled for most of what I’d fought today. These were likely Marcus’s big guns. Bugs he kept in reserve for more serious threats.

And now I was that more serious threat.

While I was distracted, Marcus slammed his bow into the back of my shoulders, putting his weight into the blow to try to force me off the wall. His strength wasn’t up to the task, and I kept my feet, but that didn’t wipe the grin off his face when I returned my attention to him. Instead, he hooked his bow around my shoulder and kept pushing, still trying to unbalance me.

“You already refused my offer to let you live,” Marcus said, “take this offer now. Get back down on the dirt, where the whole town won’t see you get torn apart into bloody chunks. The dragonflies don’t know mercy. The only things they know is killing and eating. They won’t stop until there’s nothing left.”

“I disagree,” I said, resting the blade of one of my axes against the spider-chitin armor on his chest and pushing hard enough to send him sliding away, forcing him back with raw strength. I tried not to enjoy the confusion and fear in his eyes as I overmatched him so severely in stats alone. “They’ll stop when the call stops. And I know exactly where the call is coming from.”


Chapter 55
Justifications


Marcus probably realized he couldn’t increase the space between us by just backing away down the wall. Not only was I too smart to let him get the distance he wanted, but eventually he was going to get all the way back to Doug. And while the man was still focused on the insects swarming the gate, it wouldn’t take long for me to turn his attention.

After all, I knew Marcus had just tried to kill Doug’s son. If Marcus wanted to remain in control of the situation in the long-term, he needed to keep me out of earshot of his guard captain.

But he didn’t need to stand his ground.

As the giant dragonflies zoomed in, one of them broke formation and scooped up Marcus. Its six limbs grabbed him by the back and carried him down into New Salem, dropping him on the ground before rushing back toward me. Marcus hit the ground running, bolting toward his command center nearby.

I couldn’t let him escape. But the dragonflies didn’t give me much choice in the matter.

The other six came at me while the seventh got Marcus out. I had expected them to be fast, but I hadn’t expected the combination of power and precision they had when they attacked. They darted in from every side, their razor-sharp sideways jaws snapping at me. They were too fast and accurate for me to depend on my dodge and parry skills like I usually could, and where they struck, I lost significant chunks of hit points.

I’d been at a tremendous advantage against Marcus. Like everyone who gathered in these little settlements, he’d been sharing his experience points with the people he adventured with, stunting his growth. A faint suspicion in the back of my mind guessed that he might also be sharing experience points with the insects at his command.

After all the solo adventuring I’d done, I was miles ahead of him, even without stacking a bunch of my buffs up like usual.

Without my buffs, though, I would be in over my head against two or three of these dragonflies. With seven buzzing around me and darting in for opportunistic bites like a pack of wolves, I was in serious trouble.

This wasn’t something I could ever dream of fighting alone.

Fortunately, I wasn’t alone.

I felt the shift in my abilities as Noaich seized power. His Howl filled my body with strength, and the next time a dragonfly buzzed in at me, I caught it with the blade of my axe. The blow didn’t kill it instantly, but gouged out a huge chunk from one of its compound eyes, sending translucent green goo through the air in an arc.

I hadn’t expected to feel the same shift again, at least not so soon. But Gothra fluttered off of my back and I sensed that she did what Noaich had done, forcing herself to take the power of an active pet.

Marcus’s new orders focused the insects’ attacks on me, and so she was now perfectly safe without my direct protection.

Orange-red dust filled the air as she flapped away from me, and I could see the licks of sparks across the dragonflies’ bodies where it touched. While the damage wasn’t substantial, the debuff from her Flame Dust gave their speed and maneuverability a noticeable hit. The next one that charged in to bite found my axe as well as I cleaved one of the mandibles off the side of its face in lieu of a parry. Under the effect of Gothra’s dust, Teamwork took effect and the damage—while not enough to kill it—sent it spinning away through the air, dazed and confused by the pain.

Wowser did his part as well, activating Shell Charge. It wasn’t as potent an effect as the other buffs, but it was exactly what I needed. When the next dragonfly lunged at me, I turned and shoulder tackled it right in the face. The extra speed and the damaging effect let me swat the thing out of my path. With the same smooth motion, I leaped down off of the wall and into New Salem.

Hitting the ground didn’t hurt at all. My Freefall achievement was powerful enough to negate the damage. I didn’t even have to roll to absorb the impact, letting me hit the ground running. The dragonflies darted down after me, but I didn’t intend to waste the move speed boost from Shell Charge. At a full sprint I ran straight for the command center.

There was only one way to end this whole mess.

I had to catch Marcus.

I got a little bit of a lead on the dragonflies until Shell Charge’s brief duration wore off. They closed the gap quickly, and I had to defend myself on the run. Activating a charge of Second Wind let me play a lot faster and looser with my defenses. Many of my wounds closed instantly on activation, and the lingering regeneration meant that as the giant bugs zipped in and chomped chunks out of me, the wounds were closing before my attackers darted back out to avoid retribution.

Their pursuit was interrupted as I reached the command center. The doors were wide, but they weren’t wide enough for the flying insects to pass through with their tremendous wingspans.

Even if they landed, they wouldn’t be able to get in without damaging their fragile wings. I found myself glad I hadn’t taken the time to try to ground them, because they would have been easily able to pursue me now.

Just the same, they tried, filling the doorway and jockeying for position to snap their jaws at my back. The only way out now was to put an end to Marcus’s control. Fortunately for me, that was the plan already.

“You don’t know when to give up,” Marcus observed. He was standing dramatically behind his desk, his spider-helmet resting on the table at his side.

“What can I say?” I said, stomping my way across the room toward him. “My 5% chance of survival is too valuable to throw away.”

I stalked toward him, and while he tried to put on a brave face, my Beast Hunter senses could detect his heart rate increasing. His eyes clearly flicked around and his muscles tensed as he fought the urge to flee. Boldly, he stood his ground. Until I got to the stone desk. It was clear that he felt safe behind it. If I tried to clamber over it or run around it, he would have time to react accordingly.

So instead, I broke it in half.

With the power offered by Noaich’s Howl, I drove both weapons straight down on the stone table. It wasn’t carved stone; it was the same primitive cement that composed the town walls. With my prodigious strength, the brittle material didn’t even feel that impressive to break.

But the cacophonous CRACK was sudden and deafening.

Marcus was visibly shaken by the show of force, but whatever reaction he’d had prepared for my next move was already well underway as he pulled something he’d been holding out of sight under the desk and flung it into my face. On instinct, my axe swept up and cleaved it in half before I even processed what it was.

It was a whole entire beehive.

A swarm of mundane, bee-sized bees suddenly filled the air. Far too many, and far too focused solely on me. Marcus had control of them as well. The cloud of bees was so thick and dense that I was briefly blinded, never mind the sudden pain of a dozen bee stings that landed all over my body before I even realized what was happening.

My first reaction was to stay calm.

If I ever found myself in the midst of a normal swarm of bees, panicking and lashing out would only make the situation worse.

Of course, I had to discard that thought. These bees were already under Marcus’s control. They were going to attack with all they had no matter how calm I was.

Fortunately, I had the tools for this task. I lashed out with a clumsy roundhouse kick into the cloud of bees around me, using Savage Claws to spend 50 stamina to make the attack cleave. I activated Biter again in tandem with it, to allow me to use Maul to let loose multiple blasts of red energy. The combined effects let me swat a third of the swarm with a single stroke, and rip the rest of them apart with Maul’s bleed effect over the next second. Biter’s life steal even meant that the pain from the stings I’d suffered quickly subsided.

I’d cleared Marcus’s trump card in just a couple of seconds, but when the cloud of bees finally dissipated, he was already gone. He’d circled around and darted right out the door, the pack of dragonflies letting him pass before moving to bar my way once more.

“Marcus, wait!” I called. “What’s your plan from here? You can see that you can’t kill me. And everyone’s going to see that you were the one behind it all! How do you expect this to end for you?”

“I saved their lives,” Marcus snapped. He stopped his fleeing short with a motion like a dog being caught by a leash. He literally could not resist justifying his actions when I called him out. “We were starving. I created a foe to unite against. And I fed us! Bug meat may not be everyone’s favorite, but we’re alive! We’re alive because of me! What I did! If you had been here—if you stood where I stand—they would have starved. Every last one, dead, with their blood on your hands!”

“And there’s no blood on your hands now?” I shot back, stalking my way toward the dragonflies. I made a show of returning my axes to the loops on my belt, holding out empty hands.

Despite my hope, Marcus didn't make a mistake by ordering them to part dramatically for our conversation. The compound eyes and snapping jaws barring my way stayed steadfast.

“You think I don’t know that?” he demanded. “Yes, I traded lives for lives. But I had to! This is the wilds! This is the apocalypse! Only the strong survive!”

“If that’s really your philosophy,” I said with a smirk, “then you’re gonna love this next part.”

The system had always seemed pretty generous with letting me combine abilities. Even so, I expected this combination to fail.

I lashed out at the dragonflies with an open hand, using Savage Claws once more to slap all seven of them in one stroke. Combining it with another ability, I hoped that I was about to look as clever as I felt.

That ability was Feral Resilience.


Chapter 56
The Art Of War


My use of Savage Claws let me slap the group of dragonflies across the face all at the same time. Because it was an unarmed strike, it meant that I was—technically—touching each one at the same time as the yellowish arc of the ability cut through them. Feral Resilience required me to touch the target, and I knew it could cut through the hypnotic song controlling them, because it had worked on Gothra prior to making her my newest pet.

The two abilities should—on paper—work together. A beast I touched would be given tremendous resilience to break out of Marcus’s control. I was touching the seven dragonflies.

If the system had a consciousness, I could hold up the whole game for an hour arguing about it until the game master gave up. But being that these were laws of nature and not open to influence by charisma and persuasion, my only option was to just burn the stamina points and the cooldown and see what happened.

The seven dragonflies—four unharmed, one slightly scuffed, and two with serious wounds on their faces—all hesitated.

Their snapping of jaws stopped.

The rage and fury was suddenly replaced by confusion.

“Excuse me,” I said calmly as I took a moment to switch my On The Prowl buff to start ticking up my waning stamina points. “Can I please scoot by you guys real quick?”

Yeah sure, one of them buzzed, seeming to be more confused by my sudden politesse than by being freed from the grip of Marcus’s mind control. No problem, man.

The dragonflies parted before me, giving me a clear view of Marcus. The man was struck by such dumbfounded confusion that he was just standing about fifteen feet away, staring back at me.

“Thanks guys,” I said to the dragonflies, stepping through the gap. “Sorry about the interruption. And, uh,” I gestured at my face, looking at one of the dragonflies I’d injured, with the big chunk taken out of one of its compound eyes. “Yeah, sorry about that, too.”

No, man, it’s my bad, the wounded dragonfly responded immediately. I had it coming, man. No hard feelings, really.

“Thanks,” I said, offering a quick smile before turning and locking my eyes back onto Marcus.

“What—” Marcus stammered. “How— When— What?”

I only had 30 seconds before the Feral Resilience effect would wear off. With Marcus holding the town in the grip of the attack, there was no way the dragonflies could get far enough to escape his influence before the effect re-asserted itself.

So that put me on the clock to end this.

“If you have any last words,” I said, “You have twenty-five seconds.”

“Funny,” Marcus said, making a show of shaking off the confusion, “I was about to say the same to you.”

“Not bad for last words,” I admitted.

I rushed him.

Bringing one axe up from my hip and sweeping it in an arc at Marcus, I activated Mistral Reach, and applied Snare to the attack as well. The green-blue blast of energy from my axe crossed the short distance between us in a flash, faster than Marcus could react.

He tried to bring his bow up to block it, but it wasn’t anywhere near the right tool for the job.

The ranged attack hit him squarely in the chest with a cracking sound, sending him staggering back.

Marcus tried to turn with the blow, and use the momentum to run. But I closed the distance in the blink of an eye. Not only did Snare slow down his attempt to escape, but Conviviality sped me up. My axe smashed into the small of his back before he could get more than two steps.

He cried out in pain at the strike, stumbling. He would have fallen, but his acrobatics skill was at least up to the task of turning the stumble into a diving roll. The next swing of my axe caught air instead of the back of his skull as he tucked into a somersault roll to get back to his feet.

A desperate swipe of his bow came up at me. I simply would not give him the space to use the massive orange-gold weapon as it was designed, so he had to use it to try to bludgeon me. The swing was clumsy, and I didn’t even bother to bat it out of the way.

I took the hit right to the side of my face.

It barely even hurt.

I let him make one more frenzied backhand, striking me in the gut. Once more, the attack didn’t even slow me down. Conviction was giving way to fear in Marcus’s eyes. A part of me wanted to just march at him menacingly, letting him batter me helplessly.

I wanted to watch that fear grow.

I wanted to ask him if it was how he thought the “freeloader” exiles felt when he’d sent the insect swarm to consume them.

I wanted to ask if this is how he thought the bugs felt when he’d ordered them to march to their deaths, wave after wave.

A part of me wanted to do it for the sheer glee of it. Seeing the bully brought low was so intensely satisfying that I wanted to savor it.

But I didn’t have time. Not only were my companions likely fighting for their lives, but the dragonflies were going to be snapped back under Marcus’s control in a few seconds. While they likely couldn’t stop me, they could throw their bodies in my way and give Marcus the chance to escape.

And I couldn’t allow that.

I’d given Marcus the option to settle this peacefully and he’d refused.

There was only one way out now.

My axe smashed down on Marcus’s forearm as he raised his weapon for another strike.

The spider-chitin bracer deflected the blow, but the crunching sound told me that it wouldn’t take a second one. A bit of armor cracked, sending little slivers of spider carapace shedding from the strike. My next swing came up at an angle he couldn’t see coming, and smashed into the breastplate of his armor, where my earlier Mistral Reach strike had landed. A giant crack ran up the chestplate as the impact knocked the wind out of Marcus.

“All right,” Marcus gasped for breath. “I guess I have to get serious.”

Energy suffused his form. I could tell he was activating abilities to boost his fighting prowess. Red energy filled his arms. His bow’s amber hue took on a greenish tinge. His back straightened slightly as he squared his shoulders in a way that my sharpened Beast Hunter senses told me meant he was healing some of the damage I’d done.

“What are you, stupid?” I demanded. “I could have killed you three times over by now. Why were you still holding back?”

“I was waiting for your buffs to run their course,” Marcus said. “Avoid what is strong and strike at what is weak. Sun Tzu.”

Marcus didn’t wait for a response. He tried to dart away from me, moving with sudden speed, pulling and nocking an arrow as he went. I rushed after him, but his ability made him slightly faster than the combined efforts of Snare and Conviviality were slowing him down.

The arrow leaped from the bow, but Marcus’s skill wasn’t up to the task. My parrying skill was too high. I slapped the arrow out of the air with my axe with ease, but even just that slight pause gave Marcus a little more space between us. His speed boost seemed to be decaying as he retreated, but it was still enough to keep his lead.

Another arrow zipped through the air at me, forcing me to slap that one aside as well. Despite my derision of his tactic, I had to admit that with his abilities active he was much more annoying to deal with. And now that I felt the time crunch from Feral Resilience getting me some space from the dragonflies, it was indeed the time and the place for them.

“Quickness is the essence of war,” Marcus said teasingly, nocking another arrow. “Sun Tzu.”

I felt exhaustion hit me when I spent my last bit of stamina.

My sweep of Mistral Reach shot from my weapon and flashed across the distance between us. In the blink of an eye, it smashed into a joint in Marcus’s armor. His knee. It struck his leg right as he was shifting his weight to it.

His leg suddenly shoved out from beneath him, he stumbled and staggered. He didn’t go all the way to the ground before he caught his footing.

Instead, he did go down when I collided with him violently, tackling him to the ground.

“Is this what you’ve got?” I demanded as I slapped his weapon out of the way and straddled his chest, pinning him to the ground with my superior strength. “Stupid quotes? Moral relativism? Is your primary plan just based around pissing me off?”

“If your opponent is of choleric temper,” Marcus snapped, finally letting go of his bow and trying to punch me in the groin, “irritate him. Sun Tzu.”

Marcus didn’t have the leverage—or the unarmed skill rating—to really hurt me with the punch. My new leg armor absorbed the impact so well that it only hurt enough to make me see stars for a second.

“Here’s a quote for you, Mr. Big Shot,” I snapped back at him, raising my axes up and bringing them right down on his exposed head. “There’s always a bigger fish.”

Marcus’s head split open like a melon under my tandem strikes.

I wasn’t sure if he’d even heard my final words to him before fragments of his skull scattered across the ground before me.


Chapter 57
Free Us


I waited a few seconds to make sure it was really over. The dragonflies were obviously unaffected, but through my detection radius, I could sense the bugs swarming the walls—struggling to get in at me—suddenly go docile and confused. The ones locked in combat with the defenders suddenly reversed direction, fleeing in fear instead of fighting to the death.

An uncertain cheer went up from the defenders. I found myself wondering if that sentiment would hold when they found me here, crouched over their leader’s scattered brains.

It took a painfully long few seconds before the system confirmed it. The Pest Control quest completed at last, with a healthy chunk of experience points reward, appropriate for the amount of effort the task had required.

Hey man, one of the dragonflies asked, approaching uncertainty. Are you gonna eat that?

It seemed a convenient solution, but it wasn’t the right one. As much better of a story as it would make for the people of New Salem if I said that Marcus lost control of his insect slaves and was torn apart, it was dishonest. The people of this town had been lied to enough. And it wouldn’t hold up to serious scrutiny, anyway. I was a pretty bad liar, and this story would need way too much explanation for me to navigate successfully.

“You’re still here?” I asked the dragonfly. “It’s over. Go home.” I waved the insect off. “Go.”

That seemed to satisfy the lot of them, and their droning buzz filled the air as they took off, returning to wherever Marcus had called them from.

All around the town, I could see the other insects doing the same. Those that were on the fringes of my senses were milling around a little, obviously communicating with each other to try to determine their next course of action, but the ones nearer to town were eager to retreat from the defenders. While New Salem’s fighters could see that the fight was won, they were conditioned to keep fighting until the field was cleared.

I’d made a proper mess of Marcus’s body. Fortunately for me, he’d worn a big dramatic cape, which was only a little bit covered in blood and gore. I was able to get it off of him and use it to cover up the spot where his head was supposed to be. Not that I didn’t think the people of New Salem couldn’t handle the sight of blood, but it just seemed disrespectful.

Finally, Gothra said as she fluttered down to join me. The False Moon Song is silenced.

“I thought you could resist it,” I pointed out as she settled on my back once again. She seemed to be getting used to acting like a cape for me. “Was it bothering you?”

Under your protection, it could not command me anymore, she explained. But I could not ignore its call. Like a voice in my own head. I could not ignore it, but I did not have to heed it. I felt her pause as she started to groom her face with her forelimbs. It brings me great joy to be rid of it.

I had hoped to be able to figure out the source of the strange song before anybody else got on the scene, but Dale rushed over to me before I had the chance. I hadn’t been watching my senses closely enough to see how he got over the wall, but the gate wasn’t opened yet. Noaich and Wowser were still out there helping the defenders clean up the remaining mess.

“What happened?” he asked, looking between me and the cape-covered corpse. His normally cheerful demeanor seemed to drain visibly from him as he regarded the body, quickly recognizing that it was Marcus.

“It seems pretty obvious,” I said, “but if you need me to walk you through it, I can take the time.”

“Please,” Dale said, failing to hide the building tension in his jaw.

“Marcus was the source of the call,” I said, gesturing at Gothra as she peeked over my shoulder. “She confirmed it for me during the fight.”

“And I’m supposed to just believe you?” Dale asked coldly.

“Use your head,” I said, trying to remain calm. “When he talked to Doug was when the bugs started to focus on you and I, abandoning the attack on the rest of the town. Who knew that I was going to try to find the source of the False Moon Song with Gothra once I was in town? Who knew that you were shadowing me while I was doing it?”

Dale set his jaw, but didn’t have a response to that. I could tell he didn’t want to believe what I was telling him, but he didn’t have many other options open to him now.

“I had my doubts,” I said, spreading my empty hands in a placating gesture. “But when I confronted him, Gothra confirmed that the song changed. Didn’t you notice when the bugs started ignoring you and focusing on me? Didn’t you see the dragonflies that charged right at me and helped him down off the wall?”

Dale’s eye twitched, but after a moment’s pause, he blew out a long breath.

“I didn’t want to believe it,” he said at last. “I think I still can’t.” He gestured over his shoulder toward the front gate—which I could now see was opening. “But they’re behaving naturally now. If Marcus wasn’t to blame, they’d still be swarming.”

I nodded. I probably should have led with that. With all the lives on the line, the results were probably as important—if not more so—than the justification. It didn’t matter how I knew so long as I was right.

Through my detection radius, I could sense Doug approaching. I could tell from how the people of New Salem were moving around the now-opened gate that he’d gotten the ball rolling on gathering the dead bugs off the battlefield for their normally scheduled crafting binge.

“It’s over?” he asked as he joined us.

“Yeah,” Dale said, gesturing at Marcus’s corpse. “For good, I hope.”

“How was he doing it?” Doug asked.

With the two of them here, I felt a bit better about looting the corpse. Obviously I could have done it before his heart even stopped beating, but considering he was their leader, I wanted witnesses present. The last thing I wanted was for them to come after me with accusations of pocketing something valuable when no one was around to see it.

I tried not to sneer derisively at the quality of Marcus’s gear. It gave me a solid guess at the level of the people here in New Salem, and it wasn’t a flattering guess. The choice made by Doug and Dale was evident in the pants they gave me. It was likely the most powerful piece of gear they’d ever seen, and it was simply an above-average piece of at-level equipment for me.

He didn’t have anything of note in his pockets or tucked away. A part of me expected to peel open his cracked breastplate and find a big gaudy cursed amulet, but there was just the padding he wore beneath his chitinous armor. A thin shirt under that. And a bare chest under that. I found myself grateful for the system. I’d thought his bulk was mostly his armor, but he was a powerfully built man beneath it. My strength had always been the wiry-by-necessity sort, not the bulk of a real fighter. Fortunately for me, investing my points up to a Strength score of 24 meant more to the system than investing my pre-apocalypse time at the gym.

I was able to find all his gear in a minute or so. His adornments had been a bug-chitin ring that gave him a paltry amount of Dexterity, and a close-fitting leather choker that gave him a boost to his athletics skill.

He also had three different daggers hidden on his body, and I found myself grateful that they were in his boots and on the small of his back. If he’d been able to reach one before punching me in the groin at that last moment, I would have been regretting all my life choices that led me here.

“All right,” I said calmly, “There has to be an explanation. There’s no way it was a class ability that powerful at this low level. Maybe—”

Free us.

I blinked. I couldn’t quite process where Wild Empathy was picking up on something trying to communicate with me.

“Where are you?” I asked. I paused briefly before adding: “who said that?”

Free us, the voice repeated.

“Who are you talking to?” Dale asked.

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out,” I said, waving him back.

I focused on my Beast Hunter senses, but there was nothing here. Just Dale and Doug standing beside me. Gothra on my back. Noaich and Wowser making their way back through town to join us, and Marcus’s corpse, which I’d thoroughly—

Free us.

The voice came again, and with my focus on identifying the source, I noticed the faintest movement. It could have easily been mistaken for a trick of the light, or a glimmer of a reflection.

Marcus’s amber bow.

Looking at it, it looked like it had indeed been carved of a single giant piece of amber. As I grabbed it, it felt much heavier than it looked. It made sense that Marcus had tried to use it to bash me instead of drawing a more suitable melee weapon when I felt its weight.

Despite the heaviness, it was well-balanced around the leather-wrapped grip in the middle. Examining it closer, I saw that the bowstring looked like it was woven metal wire, and the leather wrapped around the handle was supple and soft, almost pleasant to the touch.

Within the amber, trapped just above the grip, there was a single bee. A bit larger than normal. As I watched, she wriggled and twitched within her amber prison, the material only allowing the smallest of movements, but still enough of the bees’ traditional dance to communicate through the power of Wild Empathy.

Free us.

I examined the bow.

The Amber Bow [Artifact]
Weapon
DAM: 280
DEL: 100
+15 DEX
+25 Bow
Additional Effect: Deal 5% increased damage to insects.
Unique: Command the Loyalty of Hexapoda.

[Fourth artifact seen of four]

This explained a lot. The weapon gave Marcus a boost against insects, which would have let him quickly distinguish himself against the insect horde that he himself called down. I wasn’t a biologist, but I was pretty sure hexapoda would have excluded the spiders as well, explaining why the monsters stayed there and preyed on the stragglers of his call instead of marching in themselves.

Also centipedes probably weren’t hexapods, either. Maybe they were just jerks looking for an easy meal in the midst of the attack. The one had spoken because it could, while the others were silenced by Marcus’s orders.

That had likely been a clue that I could have used if I’d played the long-term spy game with Marcus instead of marching right up and cracking him like an egg.

“This is it,” I said, carefully handing the weapon to Doug. “This is how he did it.”

Doug accepted the bow with visible doubt, but as he examined it, his eyes widened. He passed it to Dale next, who went through the same face-journey.

About halfway through, it hit me like a bolt of lightning.

“Holy—” Dale began, but I held out a hand to interrupt him.

“Let me see that again for a second,” I snapped.

Dale was visibly reluctant to hand it over. I could sympathize. I remembered how hesitant I had felt about giving Rachel back her torc. And he wasn’t handing the powerful artifact back to a beautifully built and barely dressed woman. I let him hesitate for a full three seconds before he handed it over.

I examined the bow again, focusing this time on what I hadn’t fully processed at first glance.

[Fourth artifact seen of four]

I’d held Rachel’s torc in my hands, and knew that Jennifer had one as well.

That was two, which had been reflected in the similar message I’d seen when examining Rachel’s…

But when the hell had I seen a third artifact?
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