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Chapter 1
Survive and Thrive


In nature, only the strong are supposed to survive.

In defiance of all odds, I did too.

For now.

Civilization had come to an end not with a nuclear bang or a global climate crisis whimper, but with a message from space. Turned out that human progress had been engineered for entertainment purposes, and our contract wasn’t being renewed at the end of the season. Humanity barely had time to process the existential crisis before everything was destroyed around us, leaving us stranded and naked in a primeval landscape that seemed designed to convert our lives into food for ravenous monsters.

They just turned the lights off, let the monsters out, and left us to find our own way.

But not before turning the universal system on, which might have been the only thing that let us survive. One painfully ground out level at a time.

Six months after the apocalypse, I was still alive and kicking. A big part of that was the same way I survived the civilized world before the apocalypse: finding a job that needed doing—and one that everyone else hated—and doing it very well. Even if it wasn’t glamorous or desirable work.

As soon as you’re doing dirty work that nobody else wants, the people who want that work done will realize that your continued survival is in their best interest and they’ll take care of you. It just turned out in a world without retail shops, the dirty work that nobody else wanted was to act as a big stupid diversion.

And, like everything else in life, being a diversion is just a primitive, degenerate form of customer service. The customers now were the raiders who needed the enemy guards drawn away from their farms, and the service was now hurtling myself into danger as noisily as possible.

I’d split off from the raiding party just under an hour ago, arriving at the far side of the enemy village just before designated go time. Without any ability to communicate, the sign for their infiltration would be the alarm that would go out when I made my presence known.

Technically, I could start now, but I knew better. A single person moved through the forest far better than a group. Especially the specific group in question.

Nothing against Rebecca. She’d been great to hang out with between missions. But when a task involves overland travel, Rebecca’s a liability.

The forest around me was not at all what I was expecting before the apocalypse came and dumped me into it. From the message that had been broadcast only hours before everything hit the proverbial fan, I’d expected that we would be dumped into the Jurassic period, full of dinosaurs and palm trees and tropical ferns.

Obviously, with hindsight, that was an expectation driven by depictions of prehistory through the lens of cartoons, and not grounded in fact.

Instead, I was standing in the middle of an old-growth pine forest, with trees that were dozens of feet around and stretching up too high to track from the ground. The interwoven canopy above simply did not let enough light reach the ground for foliage to grow here. The only plants that survived were fungus, moss, and lichens.

Things that could endure the lightless existence.

Up ahead was different, though. A dense explosion of green. Light poured in from a gap in the forest canopy, feeding shrubs, bushes, and other plants that would starve anywhere else in this forest. Bright green foliage was interrupted here and there with bulging bunches of berries. Clumps of leaves sprouting from the dirt promised tuberous vegetables in the ground beneath.

The huge lump of greenery looked like a giant hill in the light covered with a natural bounty.

I knew better. That veritable Garden of Eden had been birthed on the back of an enormous stump.

And someone had cut down this tree with purpose.

Someone had cultivated what grew from the stump.

Someone had worked tirelessly in the forest canopy to ensure that the window of light remained open to keep this mixed crop growing and healthy.

These cutout gardens were all through the forest here, surrounding the enemy settlement.

I could probably sneak up and grab a handful of berries without issue. I might even be able to dig out a few tubers and herbs and fire-roast myself a meal to last through the night.

But the guards would respond too quickly.

I could see three of them from here. Well, perhaps “see” was inaccurate. The system that had destroyed the world had come with some changes. One of them was a sort of mental mini-map. It was called a detection radius, and gave me a vague sense of things that were within a few dozen feet of me.

It wasn’t perfect.

I could get a very fuzzy sense of the terrain around me, and living things that were actively hiding sometimes escaped notice. But when I couldn’t physically set eyes on things for some reason—like, for example, being crouched on the other side of a tree—then I wasn’t entirely in the dark about their presence.

A pair of guards were on patrol nearby, passing by me as they went between the various garden stumps. There was another of the creatures amidst the farm’s foliage, carefully picking weeds out from around the base of the largest berry bush. Hunched-over and hairy, the farmer looked more like the creature the enemy resembled, where the guards—alert and walking upright—could pass for humans at a far enough distance.

They were enormous mandrills. Old-world primates from the world before the old world. Hairy and muscular, they had red noses flanked by blue-white ridges. They were larger and more heavily built than the mandrills I remembered, their size and behavior marking them as a semi-civilized people rather than just big angry monkeys.

I would see their town soon enough, but even from here, they were clearly more than animals. They moved with calm and disciplined purpose, and while most of their modesty was preserved by their dense fur, they wore dyed loincloths to cover their lower bodies while retaining the bright colors that were usually a sign of strength, health, and desirability as mates among their species.

With their natural advantages and strong foothold in this primeval world, the mandrills had proven to be the greatest threat to human lives, even next to disease, starvation, and the other monstrous natural threats. The mandrills’ dark brown fur would let them blend in with the trees of the forest to be near-invisible, were it not for the colorful ornamentation on their faces and rear ends.

These three nearby were taller than me, but only by a handful of inches. As expected, this close to the settlement, they were the mandrill women. The men were usually over seven feet tall, and much more brightly colored. Rather than protecting the town and managing the farmwork, the men roamed the wilderness in gangs, acting as satellite patrols keeping threats at bay.

I was far too close to town now to worry about them.

The only men I was likely to see would be juveniles. Children too young to be far from their mothers.

Well, them, and also the alpha.

I gritted my teeth and remained silent as the guards walked by. Patience was a virtue, even in this dangerous world. I needed more time before raising a stink and drawing the mandril guards to me. My friends were unlikely to be in position yet.

Not slowed down as they were by their numbers.

And Rebecca.

I checked my status menu, and the system that had kicked this whole mess off filled me in on my current details. Normally I wouldn’t read the entire screen of information, but in my nervous state, the familiar numbers helped to soothe away my worries for the upcoming mission and remind me how far I’ve come.

How many times I’ve done this before.

Colin Richardson
Level 4 Marauder
Status effect: Hide In Plain Sight

HP: 472/472
MP: 0/0
SP: 60/110

STR: 16
CON: 18
DEX: 13
AGI: 16
INT: 10
WIS: 8

Class: Marauder
Subclass: Unlocked at level 5
Marauder is a tank/DPS hybrid basic class adept at both surviving in 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.

[Class Abilities]

Fierce (Passive): Deal 10% 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.

[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: 5 enemies killed during Skull Bash’s stun effect. After using Skull Bash, deal 10% increased damage for 2 seconds.

[Skills]

Unarmed (cross-class): 3
Sword: 4
Axe: 16
Spear: 8
Bow (cross-class): 1
Club: 8
Block: 4
Parry: 16
Dodge: 18
Unarmored: 8
Light armor: 12
Medium armor: 6
Detection: 18
Stealth (cross-class): 9
Athletics: 16
Acrobatics: 16
Simple crafting (cross-class): 8
Crafting (alchemy) (cross-class): 8
Crafting (cooking): 4
Use Rope (cross-class): 10
Climb: 8
Swim: 6
Ride: 3
Survival: 18
Intuit north (cross-class): 8
Harvesting (cross-class): 8
Excavation: 2
Skinning (cross-class): 4
Butchering: 12

[Skill Achievements]

Stronger than the Self (Axe): Deal more than your maximum hit points in damage in under 120 seconds while wielding axes. Deal 10% 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 II: Succeed on detection checks against hostile beings 50 times (Lifetime). Increase detection radius by 20%.
Marathon: Travel 1,000 feet while at 0 Stamina (Lifetime). Increase stamina points by 10%, athletics 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.

[Equipment]

Head:
Antler Cap
DEF: 10
+1 CON
+2 Survival

Body:
Leather Vest
DEF: 10
+1 CON
+2 Survival

Hands:
Clawed Gloves of Strength
DEF: 5
+2 STR
+2 Climb

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

Feet:
Reed Sandals
DEF: 2
+1 AGI
+2 Stealth

Adornment:
Fang Necklace
+2 Detection

Adornment:
Thick Hide Bracer
DEF: 5

Weapon:
Crude Handaxe
DAM: 10
DEL: 15

Offhand:
Crude Handaxe
DAM: 10
DEL:15

In the corner of my mind, my Journal screen kept me reminded of my current quests. The quests were auto-generated by a system that seemed to be only barely sentient, so most of them were half-baked tutorials for systems I had no interest in. Trying to teach me random crap about metalcraft and carpentry, even though I had neither the skills nor the tools to engage with them. Those had all been marked to hide, and silenced for the foreseeable future.

Only two remained active.

Reach Level 5
Completing objectives, overcoming challenges, and defeating powerful foes will gain you experience points to increase your level. At level 5 you will unlock: Choose A Subclass.

Milk Run XCVIII (Shared with Party)
Hamlet Jamestown is running low on food. Locate and donate at least 50 pounds of food to avert this crisis.

I could almost sense the guards’ observation checks bouncing off my stealth skill as I crouched at the base of a skyscraper-like tree just a few yards off their patrol route. System-derived skill alone couldn’t carry me through anything, though. Any move I made to get to more secure cover would give them a bonus to their checks, or just immediately give me away. To make that skill matter, I had to be smart enough to just wait for them to pass me by.

One of them hesitated, causing me to hold my breath, but she just snaked a hand out to sneak a berry off of the garden and pop it into her mouth before moving on.

They made their way out of view to my right around the next giant pine tree just a few moments later, opening the narrow window I’d need to rush through.

It would take under a minute for the next patrol to emerge from the forest to the left.

Creeping forward, I gave the farmer as wide a berth as I could, careful to avoid shuffling my feet on the thick carpet of brown pine needles beneath me.

Soon it wouldn’t matter if my friends were in position or not. As I passed the farmer and moved towards where I knew the mandrill settlement would be, the clock had started. It was only a matter of time before someone—or something—succeeded on the observation check to spot me.

Of course, that simply meant that the stage was set.

As soon as the alarm went up, it was showtime.


Chapter 2
Primate Escape


The mandrill town was as impressive as ever. Three dozen buildings were clustered together in the space between the old-growth trees. About two-thirds of them were homes, while the others represented various other facilities, including workshops and storehouses.

I didn’t have the luxury of excess time and security to look around, but I could infer a lot about the mandrills from their set up, even as I hurried by.

The only materials the mandrills seemed to use in construction were mud and wood, but despite the simple components, they were handled with unexpected mastery. Thick layers of sunbaked mud were used to construct deep and secure foundations for sturdy wooden houses. The digging of those foundations was no small task here in the old growth forest, where the tree roots ran deep and were hard as stone so close to the surface.

And despite the settlement being built on the forest floor, very few buildings leaned on the trunks of those trees for support.

In fact, it was only one.

The town’s central building.

They constructed entirely it of mud, reaching over fifty feet up the trunk of a tree. The appearance of it was somewhere between a hive and a castle, looking for all the world like a mason bee’s answer to the Taj Mahal.

I’d never been inside, so I couldn’t guess its purpose. But it was a dangerous-looking structure nonetheless, bristling with tunnels and passages that warned what a maze it would be to navigate for a stranger.

The only thing I knew for certain was that it was where the alpha spent most of his time.

Of course, as soon as I set eyes on it, my [Hide In Plain Sight] buff fell off.

My detection radius was going haywire, notifying me of almost two dozen mandrills within the dozen feet or so that it covered, and that meant that suddenly becoming plainly visible was terrifying.

But nothing was so terrifying as looking up at the mud hive-castle.

The alpha was standing there on one of the balconies on the ominous structure. He was easy to recognize by his size alone. Pushing seven feet tall, and built like a pro wrestler, the alpha was downright terrifying. Even at this distance, over a hundred and fifty yards away, his brightly colored nose and nasal ridges popped out of the natural brown surroundings. Around his shoulders was what the blue-dyed scarf that I believed served as the mark of his station as the dominant male of this pack.

And his beady little eyes were locked on me.

His detection radius had to be insane if he saw me from here. Not that my stealth skill was very high, but it was usually adequate at this range.

As he threw his head back and shrieked to raise the alarm about my presence, it was absolutely impossible for me to stop him.

Not that I wanted to.

The guards being called into the town to deal with me was the whole point of my mission here.

I wanted the alarm raised.

What I didn’t expect was the subsequent hooting and gesturing. Mandrill language consisted of hoots, grunts, and growls that to the human ear were basically interchangeable, and then a large amount of actual meaning was conveyed with body language.

I didn’t understand any of it.

Mandrills responded to humans almost universally with hostility and violence. There wasn’t exactly an app for learning this stuff. It forced me to learn from context.

In response to the alpha’s call, mandrills emerged from their homes, while others who were on guard duty rushed to respond to the racket. When others saw me, they started to echo the shrieking alarm the alpha had raised, but there was a number that instead rushed off to the south. For a moment, I feared that they had sensed that my appearance meant that one of their farms was about to get raided, but they were going the wrong direction. My friends were approaching from the northwest, which is why I’d circled around to appear here, on the east side of their town.

Knowing their town layout from previous raids, the south was where they kept their livestock, but the task of stealing an aurochs was far beyond our capacity. There was simply no way for us to transport one fast enough in a way that wouldn’t leave a huge trail back to our camp.

They also hadn’t previously responded to my appearance with increased security to the south. The mandrill guards were usually happy to chase me around for fifteen minutes before running me off.

I filed that information away for later. Perhaps there was something afoot.

Obviously, I couldn’t make any kind of investigation now. The mandrill guards who had responded to me instead of running to the south were trying to encircle me so that they could cut off my inevitable escape. I wasn’t going to have the chance to share this information with my friends if I didn’t live through to the end of the day.

Axes out, I charged. The guards closing in around me were women and the one rushing the fastest to cut off the direction I’d come from was the largest of them. My friends had taken to calling her the queen, but I didn’t think mandrill society worked like that. Not that I had any proof to back up that claim.

Unlike the others—and like the alpha—she wore adornment in addition to her loincloth. A necklace of enormous fangs dangled from her neck, clicking and clacking as she moved. Her fur was thinned from all the battle scars on her hide, and in several places, she’d woven bits of red cloth into the fur near the scars, making them look like fresh bleeding wounds at a moment’s glance.

To me, she seemed like much more of a guard captain than a queen. Because of her rapid response to my appearance as a threat, I’d tangled with her plenty of times. Her frustration with my escapes was half the reason why I was so successful in these endeavors.

If she responded rationally, then as soon as she saw me, she’d be looking to find what my friends were doing. What could one man do loose in the town? Instead, I’d enraged her so much that my capture—or death—had become her all-consuming objective.

At my approach, she bared her teeth at me. I knew enough of the mandrills to know that it wasn’t a pleasant gesture in their nonverbal language. Despite that knowledge, I grinned right back at her. As long as her hatred was only for me, I was still useful as a distraction.

She held a long sword in her hairy hands. To a human, it would have been a two-handed blade, but the oversized and muscular build of the mandrill let her swing it at me one-handed, with her other hand reaching to predict my dodge.

Even as I charged for her, she was trying to give me the option of letting her grapple me, or else get cleaved in twain by her blade.

Neither option appealed to me.

Throwing myself into a dive sent me rolling under her, between the wide stance of her legs. I felt a huge hand claw at my leg, tugging at my leather leggings, but the gear was too tight for her to grab. I was behind her in a flash, scrambling to my feet.

Either she’d botched the athletics skill check to stop me, or she’d simply been unprepared to attempt it. Either way, I was past her, and outside of the ring of guards that were trying to trap me. Now that I was behind her, I smashed both of my hand axes into her flank and then turned that impact into momentum, pushing off of her with the weapons to break into a full sprint.

As I bolted away, another mandrill guard dove at me with her bare hands, reaching to grab me in a big bear hug in a desperate attempt to stop me from getting loose. But her haste made her forget that I was dangerous in my own right.

I faked left and then darted to the right, lashing out with my axes. Without a weapon or shield, and armored only in her natural hide, I left a pair of shallow slashes across the inside of her forearm. My attack sent her howling as she recoiled, letting me bolt past her and to the north, away from the crowd of guards.

The next mandrill to lunge at me almost caught a pair of axes to the face as they seemed to appear out of nowhere with teeth bared, but I managed to stop myself.

He’d appeared out of nowhere because he was barely five feet tall. A child. Someone’s son, just old enough for delusions of heroism but too young to be a proper fighter.

Instead of killing him, I jumped up, planting my foot on his face instead of my weapons. With my momentum, it would disabuse him of the notion of giving chase while not being immediately fatal.

Weird, violent, primate-person or not, he was still just a kid.

I wasn’t a monster.

The mandrill kid hit the ground, clutching his nose as I sprinted away. I thought maybe the injured juvenile might slow down pursuit. But I could already hear the click-clacking of the queen’s necklace jangling around her neck as she ran. She was right on my heels, even though that meant she’d had to step over a bleeding child.

There was a whooshing sound, and I knew that my dodge skill had been tested from the way the wind of her swinging blade hit me. After months in the system, I had barely noticed the way that I’d adjusted my movements on the run to make myself slightly harder to hit. My efforts had been rewarded by keeping my hit points intact, but I couldn’t count on my luck to hold out.

I couldn’t let her take a second swing at me like that. As confident as I was in my ability to endure the queen’s damage for a couple of hits, I knew that letting her have her way with my hit point bar was a short trip to the long sleep.

With some pep in my step, I juked left again, and then actually ran left, knowing that she would respond to the obvious fake by trying to pounce on where she thought I would be.

True to expectation, her blade slammed into the side of the building to my right as I ran left around the other side of it. The trees and buildings were widely spaced enough that I couldn’t break line of sight—not that it would matter with the alpha up on the hive-castle, still hooting and shrieking directions—but it was just enough of a lead that I could start creating a real problem. There were still guard patrols emerging from the forest in response to the alarm, and the longer I could keep them here, the more food my friends could pilfer.

With the little time I’d bought, I rushed towards the nearest spot where a building and a tree were close together. Kicking off of the ground, a passive acrobatics skill check let me bounce between the tree and the building’s wall to get onto the roof. There were shrieks of alarm from inside the building, and I stoked that fear by hammering the back of my hand axes on the flat wooden roof as I ran down the length of the L-shaped building, heading for the corner.

There was a rattle of the queen’s fang necklace as her hand snaked up at my ankles from the side of the building, but too slow. I scrambled left and then ran to the corner, leaping across to the next nearest building.

It was a tremendous jump, over twenty feet, but one of the benefits of the system was that, even after only six months of survival training, my strength and speed were comparable to Olympic athletes, even without the feats enabled by my acrobatics and athletics skills.

I touched down on the far roof with all my momentum intact. The queen was well behind me now, and as soon as I hopped off the corner of the roof of this building, she was going to have to run all the way around to catch up. I could be at the edge of the forest by then. Though now that the alpha had stopped hooting directions, perhaps I could linger a little longer to buy a little more time. The other guards were still shrieking the alarm, trying to coordinate, but without him and his bird’s-eye view I could—

Wait.

When had the alpha stopped?

I stopped dead as an enormous shape clambered up onto the roof ahead of me. The queen’s click-clacking necklace was rattling behind me, and the howls of alarm from the guards were coming from every direction. I had to keep moving. But I was paralyzed with mingled fear and surprise.

The alpha stood up on the roof before me.

He didn’t bare his teeth.

He didn’t shriek.

He made no facial expression or noise at all.

He just started stalking towards me, his heavy footsteps thumping the roof.

Unarmed, but with his massive hands slowly curling into fists one finger at a time.

I couldn’t stop myself. The words went from my brain to my mouth in an instant without going through all of the necessary checks. I just blurted it out. Despite my hesitance, I had to agree with myself. There was no better assessment for the idea of being sandwiched between the imposing alpha and the enraged queen.

“Ah, shit.”


Chapter 3
A Kick In The Jungle


There were three ways that I could try to survive an encounter with the alpha.

The least attractive was to throw down my weapons and hope for some mercy. That would never work with the queen. She wanted me dead for all the headaches I’d caused her. But the alpha might not feel the same way, and I didn’t think she could force him to yield to her wishes.

Obviously that wasn’t a reasonable option. At best, surrendering might give me a few hours as a prisoner before execution. But the alpha was giving me no sign that mercy was forthcoming. What was far more likely was that I was going to be torn limb from limb right here for giving up the fight.

The next option was to go full defensive. Stepping up to fight the alpha directly might make the others stand down and watch. If the alpha’s pride could keep them from interfering, the fight might keep the guards here instead of returning to their post. And the longer my friends had to work unimpeded, the more food would be added to the town’s storage when we returned. Even now, they probably had the 50 pounds we needed, but every handful they could grab extra would stave off our next brush with starvation that much longer.

But how was I going to join them to enjoy the bounty? Even if they let me have my honorable one-on-one fight, I still needed to escape before I was killed.

I didn’t anticipate being able to beat the alpha, and even if I did, his people weren’t likely to just let me go.

That left only one choice.

Offense.

As soon as the shock left my legs, I lunged at the alpha. I lashed out on instinct with both handaxes, bringing them across in a pair of scissoring horizontal chops. The alpha easily evaded them, his dodge skill letting him stop his advance at just the right distance and lean back barely enough that my blades didn’t connect, though I saw the fur on his chest ruffled by the passing of the weapons.

The alpha’s counterattack was terrifying.

He didn’t shriek and swing a weapon at me like the queen—and the other guards—usually did. Instead he just ominously reached out with one hand, seeking to grab me.

Even without a lot of education about primates, I knew that a beast that size could probably rip my arm out of its socket if he grabbed me by the forearm.

I flinched back, tearing that arm away from his grasping hand. My other arm came across to hack at his wrist with my second axe.

To my surprise, my hasty counterattack connected. Even more surprising, though, was that the blade just bounced off the alpha’s leathery hide.

Obviously, hitting him directly on the wrist with no effect didn’t bode well for my plan of going on the offensive.

In the split-second of realization, I tried to figure out my next move. There was a guy back at the settlement who was always striking up conversation about his experiments with the system’s damage formulae.

I now wished that I had talked to him more.

It was possible that the alpha’s defense stat was high enough to render my damage stat inconsequential. It was also possible that his CON was too high for my STR to overcome. Either way, I didn’t know if there was anything I could do to affect it. I could use Enrage, but applying multipliers to a zero-damage attack would still result in me dealing zero damage, right?

My instincts screamed at me to move.

So I did.

I smashed my axe into the side of the alpha’s chest, angled on a line with his ribs. There was a rippling burst of a shockwave as I used Maul, applying the [bleed] debuff. The weapon seemed to bounce off his hide again, but the ability pushed through, at least, leaving behind a thin cut that instantly started to bleed down his side.

There were shrieks of pain and rage from all around, reminding me that the alpha and I were not alone. Three or four of the mandrill guards trying to clamber onto the roof were within the radius of my Maul ability, and now bore bleeding wounds.

It was a vital reminder.

At the same moment that I was about to jump back from the alpha to avoid his next attack, my instincts screamed that there was another attacker behind me. I whirled around and my parry skill took over, raising both of my axes in an X-guard, catching the queen’s crude blade between them.

She shrieked directly into my face, shaking with rage so furiously that her necklace of fangs was rattling even while she stood still. Her strength eclipsed my own, and as she pushed down against my guard, I found myself forced down to my knees.

Even with that extra leverage, she kept pushing down, her blade inching closer to my face with every second.

I’d been in tough scrapes with her before. My usual method for getting out of this sort of situation was to grin at her. Whatever the expression meant in their culture was enough to piss her off so bad she would drop her weapon and try to bite my face off with her enormous terrifying canine teeth.

This time, however, a higher power intervened.

There was an impact. The alpha’s hand grasped my neck from behind. His hand was almost big enough to close around my throat, but his ice-cold fingers were just slightly too short. They were more than large enough to establish a firm grip, and he yanked me out from under the queen’s assault, holding me up and away from her.

And in that moment of stunned surprise on her face, he grinned at her, just like I usually would.

She went—and I cannot stress this enough—absolutely apeshit.

The queen shrieked at the alpha, throwing down her weapon and baring her teeth at him in a much less friendly-looking expression. While he was showing her his teeth by parting his lips a little bit, her lips peeled back from her mouth to show him teeth and gums together. She slapped at her flanks and bounced in place angrily, employing the gesture-focused element of their language even when it meant striking herself where I’d drawn blood on her earlier. It seemed to give what she said some sort of emphasis, as her further gestures with that hand flung blood at the alpha’s face.

The alpha made a hooting noise back at her, gesturing with his free hand. He struggled for a moment—clearly needing both hands to convey some specific meaning—and then tried to gesture by swinging me around like a cat being gripped by the scruff.

That was a mistake on his part.

As much as I was a fan of not being dismembered, I didn’t like being ignored. I had made it a point to use the Skull Bash ability by headbutting my foes. It just seemed right. But I had tested it, and I could actually use any non-weapon attack to activate it, including punches, elbows, knees, and even kicks.

So when he flailed me around in front of him instead of to the side, I kicked him in the crotch.

It was really funny to watch his beady little eyes bug out.

The [stun] status didn’t mean that he had to drop me, but he immediately did so that he could put both his hands to his groin to try and comfort the sensitive parts I’d just punted. He slumped over so low that his bright blue scarf started to slip off of his shoulders. A weak combination of a squeak and a wheeze started to come from deep in his throat.

“Sorry, man,” I blurted out immediately. As a man, I couldn’t help it. There are some things that I can’t help but feel sympathetic about, even when the guy in question was probably about to shred me like a boiled pork roast.

I leaped from the building’s roof as fast as I could. I hoped to avoid the queen’s inevitable attempt to snatch at me to stop my escape, but there was a shriek of mirthful laughter behind me instead. Apparently I found something that could mollify the queen’s hatred of me for a second.

The interaction seemed to generate as much confusion in the guards as it did in myself. The mandrills around me didn’t try to grab me when I hit the ground in a roll. It was possible that my strike and the subsequent laughter had opened some political wound between the queen and the alpha that would need an immediate response. It was also possible that the other guards weren’t sure if they could get away with cackling at the alpha’s misfortune as well.

I didn’t have time to try and decode what was happening. Counting on the lull of confusion to linger would get me killed.

Instead of sticking around, I bolted like a rabbit. My intuit north skill told me which way was east and I took off at the highest speed I could manage in that direction. I felt a pang of jealousy at the people who had picked classes that had better movement options than Marauder, but at least athletics was a class skill, turning me from a doughy nerd into an Olympic athlete after just a few months of training.

It was only a few seconds before I heard the shrieking, hooting sounds of alarm behind me, warning me that they had taken up the chase again. But at that point, the spectacle of whatever had transpired between the alpha and the queen had bought me enough of a lead.

I was gone.

Out of there.

I’d left the proverbial building.

And I just prayed that I’d bought my friends enough time.

All that remained was the end of my fantastic escape. I needed to get fully clear, cover my tracks, and meet back up with my friends to see how we did.


Chapter 4
Name Of The Game


The final minutes of my escape would have been harrowing if I hadn’t done it a dozen times before. The mandrill’s calls—shrieks and hoots and inhuman shouts—filled the forest, bouncing off of the trees from every direction. There was an occasional outcry near at hand as one of them laid eyes on me briefly, but this was far from my first rodeo.

My movements through the forest were erratic and random. I felt the mental pressure of constant use of the intuit north skill, but it was a necessary cost. There would be no escape if I got turned around and blundered back into the oncoming primates.

At the same time, I also had to be sure that I wasn’t making a big circle back towards our settlement.

A large part of our continued survival was in our hidden camp. The mandrills couldn’t counterattack against us if they couldn’t find us.

After a few minutes of sprinting around through the giant old-growth trees, the sounds behind me died down, becoming more distant. They were certainly still searching, but my zig-zagging path had spread them thin, and they were slower runners than me. I was finally able to ease up a bit, which stopped me from leaving giant darkened footprints of disturbed forest detritus behind me. I maintained my erratic route through the forest for a few more minutes before finding a spot to settle.

I didn’t need to stop.

My stamina had been drained from the run, but I could keep going just fine, so long as I didn’t need to make any athletics skill checks. But I’d made this escape so many times, I had faith in my abilities. I’d gone far enough, and just needed to wait until the shrieks and hoots echoing through the trees died down.

They would give up the chase soon enough.

Closing my eyes, focusing on my other senses, I could tell when a group of three mandrills entered my detection radius. They were on the distant edge of what I could hear, and they weren’t even coming directly towards me. They were moving northeast, searching in the wrong direction. As long as I was quiet and still, their detection skills were unlikely to pick me out of the background.

They left my detection radius after a moment, going too far north for me to still sense them.

No other mandrills ever got that close.

After about twenty minutes of hiding out, the hoots and shrieks changed in pitch, and about a minute later, they went silent entirely.

The hunt was over.

I had escaped.

Even though I wanted to get moving as fast as possible, I stayed where I was a moment longer. As the mandrills stopped filling the area with shrieking, the normal forest creatures started to pick up their own parts of the background noise. Birdsong came first, and then after that, the rustling and chattering of other forest animals began again.

Obviously, I couldn’t just sit and listen to the woods all afternoon. Nightfall came quick in the deep woods, and my detection skill could only do so much in the pitch-black night. Not to mention the inherent risk of getting caught out here by the wildlife.

I could outrun a mandrill. Easily. However, I couldn’t outrun a territorial daeodon—a forest-dwelling omnivore that was like some primal fusion of a boar, a wolf, and a woodchipper. Meant I needed to get moving.

Before I started, I cautiously activated my [Hide In Plain Sight] buff again. It was unlikely that I’d need it, but doing so was just the safest practice.

Even though the mandrills had given up the hunt as a group, it was possible that the alpha was out here somewhere looking for revenge. And I knew for certain his detection would find me even with Hide In Plain Sight active. But I’d also get the warning.

Not to mention there was always a chance the queen had called an end to the audible hunt in order to try and catch me unaware.

It was also possible that I might blunder into the detection radius of an arboreal predator. The last thing I needed was something falling from the forest canopy and landing on my head claws-first.

Heading south to circle wide of the mandrill camp, I knew it was time to change directions and head west once the thick canopy above thinned enough for some greenery to cover the forest floor. It was just moss at first, but sprouts of fern jutted up here and there. My survival skill started telling me which mosses and shoots of greenery were edible, and I even recognized a few as alchemical ingredients. While none of it was of tremendous value, or in large quantities, I still ventured a few yards out of my way to scoop up some useful bits.

The first I checked was a blue-green moss.

Datura Barbieri
Reagent, Ingredient
Reagent Properties: Hit point recovery. Requires grinding.
Ingredient Properties: Zesty flavor increases food effect potency. Requires drying.

The moss was potentially very valuable as a recovery tool, if I could find the time to process it. And while my cooking skill wasn’t high enough to make food with effects that could benefit from the potency increase, the flavoring might help us keep sane if our diet grew stagnant.

The next thing I collected was a more familiar target. A stubby greenish fern that I’d collected in the past.

Disporum Polypody
Reagent, Ingredient
Reagent Properties: When added to an ingredient that boosts stats, increase the potency of the effect. Requires grinding. Potency increase amplified by distillation.
Ingredient Properties: Nutrient-rich. Increases food effect duration. Duration increase amplified by roasting or frying.

I knew from experience that the stubby green fern had to be harvested from shoots before reaching maturity. When fully mature it would be too tough and fibrous to eat comfortably. But the nutrient-rich nature had been tremendously valuable for survival in Jamestown’s early weeks. I was obviously interested in experimenting with the stat boost effects, but the nature of its edible properties made it too expensive of a resource to waste.

A few handfuls here and there went into my pack. I couldn’t afford to weigh myself down while I was alone, so I left a good amount of both moss and fern sprouts behind. I could have tried to gather fifty pounds of the stuff myself in case my friends had somehow been unsuccessful, but I trusted them. Just a few pounds to either supplement our stockpile, or to work on my alchemy skill if we were fine for food.

Once I was satisfied, I cut back to the west, traveling along the line of greenery. After a time, the greenery angled farther south, and I broke away from it to continue west, back into the more uniform brown of the deep woods. A few minutes later there was a gentle warm sensation, and one of the quests in my journal was marked as complete.

I tried not to grumble. My friends were supposed to rendezvous with me at the same spot where we’d split up. I was only a few minutes late, but they were already back at Jamestown turning in the quest.

At least I still got credit from sharing it with them earlier.

But that wasn’t what the warm sensation was.

A second quest was marked as completed, too.

I was now Level 5, granting me new stat points to spend, more hit points, and increasing my skill caps.

Normally I would have gained new abilities, but instead I gained just one.

Choose a Subclass (Single Use)
Upon reaching Level 5 in your main class, you may now either specialize or diversify! Activating this ability will access the subclass menu and show you the subclasses available from your main class. You can either focus on a single role of your main class, becoming a pure attacker or a pure defender, you can remain a hybrid, or you can blend your current class by hybridizing with a new role!

That answered a few of my questions about the Choose A Subclass ability mentioned in the quest. I’d heard others discuss their classes offhand, but everyone seemed to treat it as private information. Honestly, it didn’t make sense to me. We should be sharing all the knowledge we could about our roles, capabilities, and limitations. It would make us a stronger team.

But I was late to join the Jamestown crew. Despite all my efforts to help, I still felt like an outsider.

A part of me wanted to make my choice now, activating the ability and exploring the options. But I remembered when I’d chosen my main class. The options had overwhelmed my senses and rendered me nearly defenseless. I felt pretty safe where I was in the forest right now, but that could change in an instant. And I was going to want to sit and think carefully over my choice this time.

Pragmatism won out over curiosity and I left the choice unspent, making my way to the settlement quickly.
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Jamestown wasn’t really a town. It was a little more than a camp, but a little less than anything else. The system called it a hamlet when it referred to it, but I wasn’t sure if that was actually the real term or if the system was mocking us somehow.

Bramble branches had been gathered from elsewhere in the forest, and piled up as a makeshift barricade that almost looked natural.

There were a number of ways in, and most of the people living there had mobility tools that let them either traverse the dried brambles, or launch themselves over top of them.

For my part, I could use my acrobatics skill to try and do a wall jump off of a tree to clear it, but failing the skill check would have been really embarrassing. Instead, I walked around to the southwest end of the bramble barricade. There was a spot there where someone had cut a low tunnel through the brambles and lined it with wood to keep the thorns at bay. Scrambling through it required me to drop to all fours and crawl, but it didn’t skin me alive or shred my clothing.

Calling the area within the barricade a hamlet was giving it a lot of credit. Most of what we made were either crude cloth or leather tents, or ramshackle wooden lean-tos. A couple of people had cut their way into the ground, chopping apart tree roots and dense soil in order to build burrows for themselves instead of aboveground structures.

Jamestown was only large enough to house about fifty people and was far from being crowded. Groups were clustered here and there, either sparring together, crafting together, or sharing knowledge of the surroundings.

In the middle of the area was the only thing that could actually be called a building: a rough mud structure that looked more primitive by far than anything the mandrills had built. Little more than a coarse pyramid, with visible handprints from its construction, it had been the centerpiece around which the settlement had formed. The thick mud had kept the dug-out interior cool, allowing the people who had built it to store food.

Near it was the group I’d ventured out with. They were unloading packs and bags and satchels full of food, handing them over by the armload to someone unseen around the side of the structure. No doubt others enlisted in helping to stow everything they’d gathered.

My irritation at being left to find my own way back started to cool at the sight. A group of eight people, each one carrying their physical capacity of food made for a stockpile that would keep the settlement alive for weeks.

They had made the right choice. I could see that now. They couldn’t afford to dawdle in the woods waiting for me with such a bounty at risk.

Took away the sting of being left behind.

At the center of the group was the town’s eponymous leader.

James was a natural leader, charismatic and friendly, with a firm voice when it was needed, but a very active sense of humor to keep the mood from becoming too dark. “Just because this is the apocalypse doesn’t mean we can’t have fun” was practically his catchphrase.

He was very easy to fall in line behind. James was tall, dark, and handsome, and combined with his charisma, even his critics couldn’t hold an argument with him. People raising complaints against his decisions naturally found themselves trying to convince him, making themselves into advisors rather than enemies, and his people skills were well-honed enough to deflect even the most direct opposition.

As I approached the group, he was helping the others with their haul, focusing on those who were visibly worn down from the rapid forced march all the way back to town.

“Looks like we did good, huh?” I asked tentatively.

Even now, amidst a victory I’d helped earn, I felt awkward trying to initiate conversation.

“Dunno what you did, Colin,” James said, not even turning to look, “but you pissed those monkeys right off.”

“We didn’t even have to run,” Rebecca chirped cheerfully. Her diminutive stature only meant that her incredibly upbeat attitude was more highly concentrated. “We filled every bag we had and just left. They never saw us.”

“They’re not getting wise to us.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “But they’re getting wise to me. The alpha almost got me.”

“Calm.” James shot me a reassuring smile. “We grow stronger by the day. More people, more levels, more gear. Soon enough we’ll be able to take them on in a fair fight. Once their farms are ours, we won’t have to scrape by like this anymore.”

“I know, I know,” I said, finding myself eager to agree, “but they had something going on. The alpha sent guards to the south end of their town when he saw me. I think maybe they have something there.”

“The aurochs,” one of the others said. It was Richard, a dour man who was rapidly becoming James’s right hand. “Just one of those massive bastards would feed all of us for a year. They gotta protect them.”

“But we’d never get away with one,” I said quickly. “They have to know that we couldn’t steal something that giant without leaving a big stinky trail right back here.”

“You just said they’re not getting wise to us,” Richard shot back at me. “They’re not that smart.”

“Smart enough to grow their own food.”

James stepped forward, just a single step. “We’re not getting into that again,” he said, ending the conversation with a firm tone. “You guys enjoy today’s victory and let me start planning for tomorrow’s.” He gestured with his chin towards Rebecca, who was struggling with her pack. “Colin, help her out, and we can get this done before it gets too dark to cook properly, all right?”

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t argue with that.


Chapter 5
Choices Made


Dinner was uneventful. The combination of berries, vegetables, and greens that the raid team had gathered meant that no one went hungry tonight, stretching the salted meat we had a little bit farther. We were overdue for another big hunt to replenish our stockpile of meats, and with the raid’s success, people were talking about starting the task tomorrow.

I didn’t force my way into any of the conversations. They knew my strengths and would find me if they needed my help.

Once the meal was done, I retired to my makeshift home. I had one of the shoddier-looking leather tents, but I was happy with the choice. The cloth tents looked nicer, and the wooden lean-tos looked a bit more permanent. But neither kept out the elements quite like a big square of tanned skin.

The interior was equally simple, with just a large rectangle of cloth with forest debris stuffed beneath it for a mattress. I also had a leather bag to the side where I kept the scant possessions I had that I didn’t keep on my person.

Some folks still buried their possessions or otherwise hid them. But there wasn't a reason for it, other than sheer paranoia.

If you couldn’t trust the people you were living with in the aftermath of the system integration, you had bigger problems. Most of them involving an impending death.

The cloth bed was pinned to the ground at the four corners with stakes to keep it firmly in place, but it still made a rustling shifting sound when I flopped down onto it. Almost on instinct, my hand went to the left side, where a handful of dried leaves had been forced out by my impact with it, tucking them back under. The results were lumpy, but it had served well enough for me. I’d never been a picky sleeper.

There were only two more hours of daylight left before the forest went completely dark. Without anything else to spend my time on, and safely ensconced in my ramshackle home, I turned my attention to the system, and my new Choose A Subclass ability.

Activating it brought up options. Dozens of them.

All else faded away.

With the time now to spend on them, I started from the top and worked my way down. It seemed like the top three were the most boring options, but that just meant that they would have power in their simplicity. They were worth the attention.

Subclass: Warrior
Warrior is primarily a tank subclass, though it retains the offensive powers of Marauder. Its power comes from an amplified health pool and defensive stats, turning every battle into a battle of attrition, with resources to spare. It retains the same class skills as Marauder.

[Abilities at level 5]

Durable III (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 30%.
Howl (30 second cooldown): Enemies within 10 yards deal 30% reduced damage when attacking targets other than you for the next 30 seconds.
Shielded (Passive): Double your chance to block. Blocking can now reduce nonphysical damage.
Weapon’s Master (Passive): Half of your block skill is applied even without a shield equipped. When failing a crafting check related to making or modifying a weapon by 10 or less, reroll and take the new result.

Subclass: Berserker
Berserker is primarily a DPS subclass, though it retains the defensive powers of Marauder. Its focus on unceasing offense is reliant upon buff abilities, creating a powerful ebb and flow to combat and rewarding good resource management. It retains the same class skills as Marauder.

[Abilities at level 5]

Fierce III (Passive): Deal 30% more damage with melee attacks.
Unstoppable Force (120 second cooldown, 2 charges): Increase your weapon skills by 50% for 45 seconds. This increase ignores your current skill cap. This ability stacks with itself additively.
Blood Red (Passive): Deal X% increased physical damage, where X is your current percentage of health below your maximum.
Aggressor (300 second cooldown): Increases your movement skill ratings by 100% for 60 seconds. When using climb, swim, brachiate, or ride, or using athletics or acrobatics to traverse nonstandard terrain during this effect, your movement speed is not reduced.

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 5]
Durable II (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 20%.
Fierce II (Passive): Deal 20% more damage with melee weapons.
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.

These were certainly interesting options, especially considering how they might grow with achievements. In particular, Marauder + was an attractive choice, as I suspected the achievement modifiers that could be gained to Fury could increase the max stacks, making it a monstrous ability to combine with generous use of Maul and Bloodbath.

But for offensive potential, I couldn’t beat Berserker. Combined with the achievement boosts I had to Last Stand, I could wring tremendous power out of Blood Red by riding a dangerous line in combat. There was no doubt in my mind that doing so would lead to a snowballing pile of achievement buffs, increasing my Last Stand potency even more, while giving unknown boosts to Blood Red.

It might compound into enough power to win a straight fight with the mandrill queen. Or even the alpha.

For long-term plans, though, Warrior was probably the best option, as significantly increasing my staying power against the mandrills would make me much more useful to what I was currently doing, even though the Howl ability wouldn’t do anything while I was alone. The real prize would be if my team needed a dedicated tank for some task or other, where all of those abilities would shine.

I might even be able to install myself as a central team member instead of being relegated to the fringes as I was now.

Ultimately, none of them expanded my options. I would simply be doing the same things I was now, but marginally better. It was no different from any of my past level-ups. While I wasn’t upset about my knee-jerk initial class choice to become a Marauder, I certainly had some weaknesses for my current tasks that I badly wanted to shore up.

In the end, Warrior was simply the best choice of these options. It simply offered the best supplements to my existing strategies, with the bonus hit points, block chance, and the potential to slot in as a proper tank if the need arose.

I made a mental note of it and moved on to the next group of subclasses.

Subclass: Warlord
Warlord is a DPS/Healer hybrid subclass, focusing on keeping allies in the fight by bolstering their spirits—and hit points pools—while dishing out damage at the same time. Its class skills are slightly altered from Marauder, trading some of the more selfish skills in favor of additional team support options.

[Abilities at level 5]

Fierce II (Passive): Deal 20% more damage with melee attacks.
Bolster (30 second cooldown): Restore health to a target within 30 feet. Health restored is based on your INT and CON.
Absorb (Passive): Whenever you deal damage to an enemy with a melee weapon, reduce the cooldown of your Bolster ability by 1 second.
Shared Spirit (Passive): Whenever you are healed by one of your own abilities, another target ally within 30 feet is restored by 50% of the healing done to you.
Wayfinder (60 second cooldown): For the next 30 seconds, automatically succeed on all intuit north skill checks. This will produce a perfect mental map of all terrain within 300 yards in addition to all checks made.

Subclass: Hero
Hero is a Tank/Healer hybrid subclass with a focus on keeping the team in the fight as long as possible by raising their spirits, restoring their hit points by bolstering their morale. Its class skills are slightly altered from Marauder, trading some of the more selfish skills in favor of additional team support options.

[Abilities at level 5]

Durable II (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 20%.
Bolster (30 second cooldown): Restore health to a target within 30 feet. Health restored is based on your INT and CON.
Rallying Presence (Passive): All allies (including you) within 30 feet restore 5 hit points per second so long as you are on your feet.
Stalwart Stance (Active, Toggle): Increase your defense ratings by 25% while active, but reduce your movement speed by 10% as well.
Disciple of the Land (Passive): Whenever you fail a harvesting, excavation, logging, skinning, or butchering check by 10 or less, reroll that check and take the new result. Whenever you succeed on a harvesting, excavation, logging, skinning, or butchering check by 25 or more, double the resulting rewards.

The idea of adding healing abilities to my kit was attractive for a lot of reasons. I liked helping people, obviously, but the Bolster ability didn’t forbid me from using it on myself.

Without the exact numbers, these abilities might do as much for my longevity as Warrior would. Not to mention that it covered the same potential needs of the team. Healers were in high demand, perhaps even more so than tanks. It seemed to me that a hybrid healer shouldn’t be as potent as a pure healing class, but Warlord’s Absorb ability combined with my dual-wielding fighting style could do tremendous things.

Hero looked like the best of both worlds, though. It didn’t have the pure defensive power of Warrior with its passive defenses, but it came close, with a more modest hit points increase, and Stalwart Stance on top of the healing potential. Rallying Presence would also entirely eliminate the need for out-of-combat healing resources, conserving things like potions for more immediate emergencies.

Thus far, Warrior and Hero were the frontrunners. There were a few more to check, but it was a tight race between them.

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 5]

Fierce II (Passive): Deal 20% more damage with melee attacks.
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.
Teamwork (Passive): When a pet or master 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.
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.

Subclass: Barbarian
Barbarian is a Tank/Support hybrid subclass that bolsters allies’ abilities using shouts and war cries. Its power comes from contributing tremendous damage by proxy through its allies’ buffs while filling the tank role. Barbarian 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 leader.

[Abilities at level 5]

Durable II (Passive): Your max hit points is increased by 20%.
Warcry (60 second cooldown, 2 charges): Shout. Increase weapon skills for all allies in 30 feet by 25% for 20 seconds. This increase ignores skill caps by level. This ability stacks with itself additively.
Warning (60 second cooldown, 2 charges): Shout. Increases armor, block, dodge, and parry skills for all allies in 30 feet by 25% for 20 seconds. This increase ignores skill caps by level. This ability stacks with itself additively.
Deep Resonance (Passive): Using the second charge of a Shout ability applies a 10% movement speed slow to all enemies in 30 feet for 30 seconds.
Lung Capacity (Passive): You can hold your breath for twice as long. Whenever you fail any skill check related to endurance by 10 or less, reroll and take the new result. This does not apply to ability checks.

Both options were attractive for the same reason: the skills they offered. Altering my skill loadout to make me a more powerful scout for the team was what I needed most. The only other way I could have hoped to improve my stealth skill would be the Marauder+ ability Master of None, which would only work for a short time. But enhancing my “wilderness survival” abilities would surely give me stealth as a permanent class skill, making me much better at sneaking around the mandrill’s patrols and guards.

From the pattern I’d been following, I started to measure Warrior, Hero, and Barbarian against one another.

Barbarian was by far the worst tank, but was the most attractive for what it offered in skills and support. Warcry in particular was only a slightly weaker version of the pure DPS cooldown of Berserker’s Unstoppable Force, but applied to an entire group. I could make James’s dream of conquering the mandrill’s farms into a reality almost single-handedly, turning our massed forces into juggernauts.

But I found myself circling back to Beastmaster.

As attractive as it was to add tanking abilities to my repertoire, a part of me didn’t want to rock the boat. Unlike Marauder +, Berserker, or even Warrior and Hero, Beastmaster or Berserker wouldn’t just make me better at what I could already do, they would make me better at what I was trying to do. And between the two, Beastmaster catered to my needs more directly.

Beast Hunter’s expanded detection radius would make me much more efficient when making my approach on the mandrill camp. Wild Empathy would let me decode mandrill communication to try and help us keep aware of their plans. Not to mention the added power of Teamwork potentially applying stuff like Enrage, Second Wind, and maybe even Last Stand to all my friends, even before the potential versatility that a tamed pet might offer.

Not for the first time, I wished I had a GameFAQs guide to give me a little more detail. What could Beastmaster’s pets offer me? What abilities would Berserker or Warrior gain in the long term? What class skills would I lose and gain with each choice?

Without any further information it came down to a simple question: did I want to risk losing what I could do for the town right now in order to fill a role that they might not need me to fill, or should I become strictly the best at what they needed me for right now?

When I put it that way, there was only one choice.

I selected the Beastmaster Subclass.


Chapter 6
Leaf It To Me


Becoming a Beastmaster was something of a transformative experience. Adapting to the senses added by the Beast Hunter passive took me a few minutes.

The bit about my senses becoming sharper was not flavor text to explain the expanded detection radius. All of my senses grew sharper, and the sudden onset was difficult to adjust to.

I could smell where people were still cooking and eating their dinner across the camp. I could taste the humidity in the air, and the system translated that information into assumptions about the weather. I hadn’t expected my vision to sharpen, but suddenly I could see the inside of my tent clearly, even though the last bit of the day’s sunlight had dribbled down to nothing.

The worst part, however, was the sound.

All around me was the low murmur of the townsfolk winding down for the night was nearly negligible normally, but when my hearing was enhanced, it sounded like everyone in town had suddenly shoved into my tent together.

It was deafening.

I could clearly hear so many conversations that they all blended together in a cacophony that had me pressing both hands over my ears immediately to try and block it out.

I just had to keep telling myself that it wasn’t too much. I could handle this. It was just a matter of time. Just like jumping into a cold pool, it was overwhelming at first, but my body and mind would acclimate. A little willpower would keep me sane until it happened.

As things became more manageable, the advantages of this new ability became more and more obvious. In my mind’s eye, I could see the layout of Jamestown. I could feel where the campfires were, I could hear where people were talking, and I could sense which people in their beds were asleep and which were awake.

In several cases, I could tell just how awake they were in a way that felt like an invasion of privacy.

It made me feel suddenly self-conscious. Did anybody else in town have such sharp senses? I didn’t think it was completely a secret what was going on when a woman accepted an invitation into my tent, or when she invited me into hers, but the idea that my more private moments might have been even less private than expected was a bit disorienting.

At least I had only just gained these senses.

Besides a few of my friends and closer acquaintances, I didn’t have a clear picture in my mind of whose quarters were whose.

I, uh, tried not to notice what James was doing in his centralized wooden shelter. And the multiple people he was with.

He had always been in vocal support of the people of Jamestown doing what they needed to do for stress relief, and it certainly wasn’t any of my business his preferred methods of blowing off steam.

Logic seemed to have no power over my detection skill. I could feel what was beyond the nearest bramble wall. One of our scouts was returning from the east. There was a nest of small lizards that he was just a few feet from blundering into, all tensed and emitting a pheromone smell to ward him away.

My senses reached the barest bottom layer of the forest canopy, too. I could detect the movements of unknown species of small mammals, hunting and foraging up in the tree branches, presumably living entire lives without ever touching the ground.

Returning my attention to my more immediate surroundings, I couldn’t quite separate and pick out individual conversations—presumably that was an ability I would have to develop over time—but the din of voices all around became my new normal. By the time I could think clearly, I had been laying still in my bed for long enough that I could activate Beast Hunter to increase my detection radius even further.

That didn’t seem like a good idea. I needed to acclimate to what I had gained before doubling the bonus and short-circuiting my brain a second time.

For now, there was plenty to distract me. Gaining a level had given me three more attribute points. I could use them to shore up my offensive stats in order to better lean in to my new role as a DPS, or I could divide them into defensive stats to try and shore up my sustain, now that I would no longer be gaining new defensive abilities. Considering my constant neglect of offensive stats, I thought my STR and DEX could use the bump for now, and I could re-evaluate how to proceed at my next level-up.

Colin Richardson
Level 5 Beastmaster

HP: 554/554
MP: 0/0
SP: 110/110

STR: 18
CON: 18
DEX: 14
AGI: 16
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.

True to my expectations, several of my skills had changed between class skills and cross-class skills. Stealth and intuit north were now class skills, as was bow and unarmed, though that seemed a strange adjustment. Block had become cross-class, which made sense, as I was no longer a tank and thus dis-incentivized to use a shield, but I still had at least light and medium armors. I’d never unlocked the heavy armor skill since I’d never found any or met any armor crafter with the skill and resources to make them.

Crafting (cooking) was now cross-class, but I’d barely used it since moving into Jamestown, so I wasn’t worried. Harvesting and skinning were no longer cross-class, too, though excavation now was.

I was chagrined to see use rope remained cross-class, but I had been making do just fine with it as-is.

It wasn’t worth poring over the skills otherwise right now. The change in status didn’t change my actual skill levels, only the rate at which they would grow, and what level their growth would hit a prohibitive soft cap. Even though cooking was now cross-class, my skill level was still 4. Even though stealth was now a class skill, my skill was still 9.

What interested me most was the new abilities. Not just the ones that I had read about on the [Choose A Subclass] menu, but the new functionality that the system had opened up to me as a Beastmaster.

As usual, the system didn’t have a tutorial. But I was aware of a new kind of equipment I had unlocked. Or, at least, that’s what it felt most similar to. Focusing on the sensation and finding the slot empty, I discovered my pet stable.

My stable had one empty slot currently, but the system notified me that the next slot would be unlocked by reaching Level 8. The empty slot obviously didn’t have stats for any pet at the moment, but examining the slot revealed that the pet would have a stat loadout similar to mine, though without achievements and with an expectation of much fewer abilities and skills.

As usual, seeing an empty equipment slot lit up that drive deep in my gut. I needed to find something to occupy that slot. Even if what I got wasn’t optimal, I couldn’t just wander around without something there. It was like walking around without pants on.

But what could I find? There were some obvious options. Even now, I could hear Richard on the north end of camp complaining that the pack of raptors expanding their territory in our direction was still a problem. One of them would make a good combat pet, as they were tiny, but fierce.

Acquiring one would be a serious challenge, though. They swarmed in such numerous groups that finding just one alone would be impossible, and thinning a hunting party down to just one was too tall an order for me to take on by myself.

I could try and find a territorial daeodon, but if I failed to convince it to become my pet, then once the [pacify] effect wore off, I was going to be staring down a violent death.

And the mandrills, while bestial, were definitely civilized beings. If I could charm and make one of them a pet, then I would be just as capable of making another human being a pet, and even without testing it, it just didn’t feel possible.

And if it was, I certainly wasn’t comfortable with it.

There was another option, though. A stupid option, but one that might net me a fierce companion in combat, and could make me all the more vital a component to Jamestown’s infrastructure. It would be a tremendous risk, but if I understood how my new abilities worked, I could pull it off.

The more I thought about it, the more I liked it.

It seemed that the system agreed with me. After a few moments of consideration, two new quests populated my journal. One of them had been expected, but the other was just the kick in the pants I needed.

Reach Level 6
Completing objectives, overcoming challenges, and defeating powerful foes will gain you experience points to increase your level. At Level 6 you will unlock: Teamwork II, Savagery, and Treat.

Grand Theft Animal (Solo Challenge)
You have unlocked the Beastmaster stable. Enemy settlement DawnSilence has a paddock where they keep captured beasts. Facilitate a one-sided exchange. [This is a solo challenge. Being a member of a party will prevent you from getting credit for objectives on this challenge.]

The name of the mandrill settlement was new. The system had never surfaced that information to me before. But the encouragement was more than enough to have me planning a daring heist for the morning.

Of course, I would have to delay it. Even as I lay here, I could hear snippets of James’s post-coital conversation with his partners, bouncing ideas off of them for the next day’s tasks to keep the town afloat. It would be grossly irresponsible to run off and start doing my own thing while everyone else was working hard to keep us all from starving, especially when I had to do it alone, so I couldn’t try and turn it into a group activity. Even if it might help in the long-term, it wasn’t a good look. If things didn’t go exactly according to plan, I was going to look like a total asshole.

But… that empty stable slot still haunted me. Deprived me of my will to sleep.

Because I could apparently see in the dark now.

Maybe the time to take on this challenge wasn’t tomorrow morning, but tonight.

“All right,” I said firmly to myself, feeling the grin spread across my face. “Let’s go steal an aurochs.”


Chapter 7
From Jamestown With Love


Getting out of Jamestown without getting hassled was easy. There wasn’t any sort of curfew, and it wasn’t like people weren’t allowed to leave if they wanted. It was just frowned upon. Most of the leadership—especially James—wanted to avoid folks getting lost in the dark out there. They needed the people of Jamestown to survive, especially after seeing so much death in the first few weeks of the apocalypse.

The more pragmatic among the town—like Richard—just didn’t want people to stir up trouble and lead it back here in the middle of the night, without so much concern for the well-being of the would-be troublemaker.

Either way, the result was the same.

To that end, there were guards. Most of them patrolled the bramble wall, ostensibly as an early-warning system in the event of an attack, but they were mostly to ward people away from slipping out after dusk without being able to justify themselves to a guard. But the narrow tunnel entrance I was forced to use had one permanent guard who never moved from the spot.

I’d expected to have to talk my way through them, but I knew I was home free as soon as I saw who it was. My newfound night vision meant that I recognized her well before she even saw me approaching.

Jenna and I had been basically exclusive with each other for a couple of weeks when it came to James’s endorsed “stress relief” activities. In between encounters, we’d always been friendly, but the last few days she’d been avoiding me. Either she’d caught feelings, or she had developed an interest elsewhere and was afraid of how I would react.

Neither option scared me. My feelings about being figuratively tied down were the same as hers about being literally tied down—enthusiastic. A little social stability would be a welcome change to my life. And in the other direction, we’d never defined what we had as intentionally exclusive, so I wasn’t going to let it get to me if that wasn’t what she wanted.

She just happened to be exactly my type—dark hair, dazzling smile, and capable of kicking my ass in a straight fight—and so I simply hadn’t been interested in finding another partner so long as she kept saying yes, or asking on her own initiative.

The only thing that had me worried was that I might make the first move to approach the subject with her and guess the wrong direction. I couldn’t ask her if she wanted to go steady if she was eyeing another partner, and I couldn’t accuse her of wandering if she was anxious to make it official. Either way was asking for a fight, and her skill with her obsidian sword went from attractive to terrifying with the slight adjustment in context.

It was just safer to let her figure out her own feelings and get back to me, and just keep my schedule open until then.

Either way, I was going to have no trouble getting past her.

I greeted her as I approached. “Jenna, you’re looking lovely as ever. New haircut?”

It was a little in-joke. Nobody had had a haircut since the apocalypse. Everyone was either growing it out or hacking it off roughly when it started to get out of hand.

I’d expected a chuckle, but what I got was a jump.

“Colin?” she asked, squinting in my direction. “Is that you?”

“Yeah,” I said, grimacing as I realized my mistake. My new night vision meant that I could see her clearly, and she couldn’t see me at all yet. “Sorry, I guess I high rolled my detection on you there.”

“It’s fine,” she said as I finally stepped close enough for her to see me. “It’s nice to see you, too. If you’re looking for a pick-me-up, I’m on duty for the next few hours. But maybe later tonight…?”

I could read the anxiety and uncertainty off of her clearly. It was the same discomfort she’d had around me since a few days ago, but my new enhanced senses made the read go from black-and-white to color. I could smell nervous sweat on her palms. I could see the way her back went stiff. There was a faint chipping noise as the thumb of her left hand started to pick at the cuticle on her middle finger in a nervous tick.

There was, at least, a bit of a thrill in her. Her smile was genuine, and the joy was visible in her eyes. She was sincerely happy to see me. Jenna wasn’t upset at the idea of an evening with me, either. That was a good sign. It was nice to know she enjoyed our time together, and wasn’t just afraid to reject me.

“I’m game,” I said and flashed her a bright smile. “But first, there’s something I need to try out.” I pointed at the wooden tunnel that snaked through the bramble bushes. A gust of wind carried the crisp scent of pine trees and sap over to us. “I just got a level-up, and I want to test out some new abilities out there where I’m not gonna hurt anyone. Just a quick five-minute adventure.”

“I know what you think five minutes is,” she said with an amused smirk, her eyes glittering.

A mischievous glint shone in my eyes as I continued, “If you’re off duty when I get back though… maybe I’ll track you down?”

A warm smile spread across her face as she tilted her head toward the tunnel and said, “I’d like that.

“But for now,” she added firmly, “get out of here. If people start thinking I spent my guard duty talking to you all night instead of doing my job, they’ll put my name right back into the rotation.”

I chuckled and with that, I was out. I didn’t even really have to come up with a convincing story. I just told a simplified version of the truth, and Jenna was too distracted by the idea of avoiding a drawn-out conversation with me to ask any follow-up questions. Smooth.

Obviously, if trouble came down on Jamestown tonight, she would likely report seeing me leave just before nightfall. But that just meant that I couldn’t screw this up. If there was no trouble, then there would be no consequences, neither for me for leaving nor for Jenna if she had to admit that she didn’t stop me.

My sharper senses turned the woods into a whole new world. Even blunted by the darkness, I saw my surroundings with new light.

When I focused on my new detection radius, I could sense just how alive the woods were.

There were animals out here that I had never seen before. Prey animals whose detection radii were so large that they must have sensed me coming and fled before my detection reached them in the past, but were now well within my range before noticing me in turn. The life in the lower level of the forest canopy above me was still teeming, and I could even sense burrows beneath my feet, where some manner of dog-sized scaled critters managed an enormous warren that stretched down far beneath where my senses could reach.

Traversing the forest was much easier and less fraught with peril now.

I could sense a daeodon foraging among a ripped-open tree root well before it sensed me, letting me give it a wide berth so that it never knew I was there. I could even find the spot where James and the raiding party had started covering their tracks after getting well clear of the mandrill settlement, though I had to get pretty close before the disturbed earth from their passage triggered my detection skill. I moved towards the tracks and then started to follow them back, trusting James’s circuitous route to carry me to the northeast corner of the mandrill’s settlement without blundering into their camps that dotted the area around the town.

I wasn’t moving fast enough yet to leave anything of a backtrail to our own town, but this was just good practice. I couldn’t afford to create a disaster.

The whole while, I felt the gentle warm sensation of the system responding to me gaining power. With my new level, all of my skills’ soft caps had increased. The effect was a noticeable change in how easily I gained skill levels, and I quickly doubled my skill with stealth and intuition as I moved through the forest, but more than that, I was now forcing skill checks of my newly changed class skills. My stealth and intuit north skills were effectively half the level they ought to be at, and their catch-up growth was so quick that I physically noticed the difference. I found myself carrying my weight differently as I walked within just a few minutes, and my usual trailcraft to keep my way quickly became second nature rather than conscious effort, and then fell off entirely as I simply knew where I was.

A feeling of ease came over me, like being home again after an extended vacation.

After about fifteen minutes, I stopped and held my position for a moment. At my current pace, I had to be near the town. Considering how I’d adapted to my expanded senses now, I thought it was time to test out the activated enhancement to Beast Hunter. Taking a knee, I waited until the ability became available from standing still, and then activated it.

The description of the ability was, well, slightly misleading.


Chapter 8
Grand Theft Aurochs


Beast Hunter’s description had indicated that the ability would increase my detection radius by an additional 100%. That had led me to believe that it would increase my detection radius multiplier by a factor of one, giving me another length of my base detection radius.

A little less than a 50% increase in range would have been enough to sense the nearest of the mandrill farms, where my friends had raided them. I had only wanted to know if they had increased security in case we returned, or if they’d forgone it entirely since we’d cleaned out the spot. If it was an opening in their defense, it might be safest to sneak by them here and creep through to the south. And if their defenses were tightest here, I could safely circle south and approach from that angle.

Instead, my detection radius was increased by 100% raw, doubling the expanded radius.

I could see the whole damned town.

I instantly earned three tiers of an achievement in a single moment. My Sentry II achievement flew up to Sentry V as I detected probably all the mandrills in town in a single moment.

Sentry V: Succeed on detection checks against hostile beings 400 times (Lifetime). Increase detection radius by 50%.

For a split-second, I couldn’t sense the farms on the far side, where I had made my first approach. I could only see a few yards past the farthest of the wooden structures on that side. But after my new tier of Sentry kicked on and added a 30% increase in radius, doubled, my radius expanded to envelop the farms on the far side. And just as in Jamestown, I could sense every living thing in the area that wasn’t actively hiding, including the aurochs in their pen at the south end.

The guards were focused around the farms we hadn’t hit, with the farm directly before me being unmanned. But there was something off about the arrangement. There were five to seven around every farm—I could sense how much food was at each one, and their numbers were directly related to the amount of food on the vine there—but at each farm at least half of the guards were sleeping on site, leaning against nearby trees or tucked into the thicker foliage of the farm.

If we had come back in numbers tonight, an attack would be a slaughter. Their guards were scattered in such numbers that their centralized defenses would be next to nothing, and their perimeter of guard forces was literally half-asleep.

And there was still no sign of the men who had formed the orbital patrol squads.

Or, at least, there was no sign of them in town.

With my expanded radius, I could sense four small groups of them scattered around the woods. Not only could I sense them, but I could sense their outposts, where they had built sturdy wooden shelters for themselves. At each one, though, the whole group was sleeping, with no sentries standing awake. Curious. If they were supposed to represent a military defense force, shouldn’t they be looking out? Patrolling?

Perhaps the military elements of the mandrill culture were more complex than we thought.

I could also sense the forest canopy all the way up to the sky now. There was a lot going on up there—a surprising number of larger animals—predator and prey—engaged in a crepuscular way of life in the twilight hours. Of particular note was a six-legged creature the size of two city buses sprinting along the treetops at tremendous speed, flitting in and out of my detection radius every few seconds. It was terrifying that I was only just able to sense it now.

But my attention wasn’t for them right now.

I had to keep my focus on the task at hand.

Being able to tell where the mandrills were asleep and where they were awake was a huge advantage. I could see that within the giant mud palace there were many mandrills moving around awake, and there was also a structure in the center of town where many of them were gathered, awake.

There were two more guards stationed near the aurochs pen, but they were on the northern end of it, and the aurochs themselves were huddled together on the east end, the sizable pen giving me plenty of room to work without entering the detection radius of the guards, so long as neither of them was literally the alpha standing there with the farm animals.

I planned a quick route through town that would slip in through the hole left by the unattended farm we’d raided, circle around that central meeting hall, and then cut to the animal pen from the east.

With my plan in mind, I canceled the Beast Hunter active ability to allow myself to move again. It was just as disorienting to have my radius shrink as it was to grow, but it was way easier to adapt to less information than it was to adapt to more.

Moving toward the town was a careful dance. My detection radius was far larger than that of the guards, but I still tensed when I sensed them. In the dense forest here, there was no element of sight to the sensation, just the sound of their impatient shuffling, and the animal musk of their matted fur. My life from before the apocalypse butted in and told me that being able to smell them so strongly meant they had to be only a few feet away, but the system was very clear that wasn’t the case. My senses were just that much stronger.

I carefully navigated the mandrill town, staying close to the buildings where they slept, and avoiding the ones where anyone was awake. Likewise, I avoided being in line of sight to the mud palace the whole time I was there. I couldn’t have the alpha raising the alarm again. With the guards encircling the whole town as they were, a coordinated effort to cut off my escape could have produced an impenetrable wall rather than the porous net their usual patrols provided.

More than once, I could feel detection checks bounce off my stealth. With my skill progressing dramatically, though, I wasn’t as afraid. Between the reroll offered by Lost And Found and my skill rising to 18 now, catching up to my class skills cap from Level 4, I felt like I was perhaps sneaky enough to slip through the whole town unnoticed.

New confidence filled me.

And then that confidence drained right back out as I approached the east end of the aurochs pen.

The pen itself was a crude mud-brick wall encircling a wide area, topped with a wooden fence to match the height of the beasts within. Like the farms, it had been cleared of trees and was providing greenery to the beasts through the hole in the forest canopy. I could see the moon through that opening for the first time in months—since the time I’d spent the night on the bank of a lake well before finding Jamestown. At the west end of the pen was an enclosed wooden structure. I suspected it was a storehouse for feed, but it might also be a butcher, or even a veterinary area.

Strangely, my detection couldn’t reach within. It was as if the building was somehow… shielded from detection? Or perhaps the walls were simply too thick and the door too flush, having been built to keep the aurochs from smelling what was within, either the smell of feed enticing them to break in and feast, or the smell of blood inducing them to panic and bust out of captivity altogether.

Through the wooden slats of the fence, I could see the aurochs. Or at least, that’s what we call them. They were, in silhouette, just absolutely huge cows. Seven feet tall at the shoulder, with deadly-looking horns at least four feet from root to tip. They were heavily muscled, herbivores, and were probably the most docile natural creatures in the whole apocalypse. So long as they didn’t have any young with them, they were pretty ambivalent. A person could just walk up to a herd of them without causing a fuss.

This was because, unlike cows, they were too powerful to have any natural predators.

Also unlike cows, a thick leather hide wasn’t their only protection from attack. They were also dotted with heavy chitinous scales that formed something like armor over their backs, flanks, and bellies. The older they were, the thicker and larger the scales became, until they were nearly encased in a shell of tremendously dense armor.

System-wise, their defense rating was so high that doing damage to them in a fair fight was almost entirely futile. They had one vulnerable spot—at their throat—but the strength required to force their head up to strike at it to butcher such a beast was nearly impossible to achieve, if you weren’t an eight-foot-tall monster monkey.

The mandrills didn’t just use them for butchering, though. The aurochs also provided dairy, though that created an interesting challenge, as their young had almost no scales to defend them, making the parents violently protective. I didn’t know how the mandrills did it, but a daring heist had gotten us a few wooden casks full of the milk, though it had gone sour before we could use it all, making us abandon the practice.

But if I could tame one, and make it my pet, I could sneak it out of here by sharing my [Hide In Plain Sight] buff, and carefully direct it to move slowly to allow me to cover our tracks to get it back to town.

That had been the plan, at least, before I saw which two mandrills were here at the pen. The renewed confidence my infiltration had built up was dashed instantly when I saw them. They weren’t guards.

It was the queen and the alpha.


Chapter 9
A Scaly Predicament


The queen and alpha mandrills hadn’t seen me yet. I was still behind cover. But there was no mistaking them for anyone else from here. They were taller and more muscular than anyone else in town, and what was more, I could sense their ornamentation. The clatter of the queen’s fang necklace, and the susurrus sound of the cloth of the alpha’s scarf on his shoulders were unmistakable, considering no one else in town wore nearly anything.

They were arguing, their gesture-laden language making their adornments betray their identities.

What was strange, though, was that I could almost tell what they were saying.

It wasn’t exact. I knew instantly that they were arguing, which wasn’t that strange, but the longer I lay in hiding, listening to their grunts and hoots and sensing the motions of their bodies through the noise, I started to understand.

My new Wild Empathy ability was kicking in. I was able to understand a simplified version of their conversation, even though we didn’t share a language.

The queen was the authority here, and she was angry with the alpha, who was actually something more of an advisor to her rather than a leader, or even a mate. He had directed guard forces here when he’d spotted me, and that was overreaching his role here. Despite her authority over him, and his open acknowledgement that she was right, the alpha was unfazed by her anger, and he was very adamant about refusing to apologize.

He was worried about…something. Perhaps the aurochs, but his gesture wasn’t towards them. It was towards the building at the far end of the pen.

What was in there? What were they trying to protect?

The alpha seemed to be of a mind to let the queen chew him out. It wasn’t so much that he stopped responding to her to let her vent as much as he stood by his defense of the thing in the building and just let her yell at him.

For a certain value of yell, considering how little of their communication was verbal.

Wild Empathy was proving to be surprisingly powerful. It didn’t teach me their language; I didn’t know what was meant by each specific gesture and expression. But it conveyed to me what they meant. Every nuance wasn’t caught, but if pressed, I could hold a rough conversation if I needed to.

I assumed the other side of it was going to work the same to let me be understood. When I had to “convince” a beast to become my friend during Charming’s [pacify] condition, this would mean that I could just talk to it and it would roughly understand me. I didn’t need to try and communicate with animal sounds and body language.

It might also mean that if I got caught, I could make contact. I didn’t think I could negotiate effectively with either the queen or the alpha, considering I’d been a thorn directly in her side for weeks, and I’d just kicked him in the junk a few hours ago. But I might be able to generate a serviceable distraction with a few quick lies and a one-liner before another well-placed kick-and-run.

After a few minutes, the queen grew tired of the alpha’s attitude and stormed off. She gave some vague threat about tattling on him to someone else? Without additional context, it didn’t make much sense to me.

They were in charge around here, right? Who was she going to tell?

The alpha leaned against the aurochs pen wall for a while, staring west at the building there. Whatever was within concerned him. It concerned him so much that he didn’t regret for a second sending guards away from what seemed like more important spots in order to protect it.

Of course, when he finally let out a heavy sigh and headed back to his sculpted mud palace, I had to investigate.

The alpha’s tremendous detection radius made me wait until he left my own range. Getting spotted here would be the end of me, and even though my stealth skill was much higher than it had been a short time ago, I didn’t want to take a risk that I could easily avoid by waiting.

The aurochs were utterly unconcerned by my appearance. I could clamber over the wall and drop down to the inside of the pen without any of them so much as snorting my way. Without any young among them, they had no reason to fear a tiny hairless man. Obviously, I knew I could disabuse them of the idea if I took it personally, but their calm disregard for me was actually very helpful. No fuss raised meant that all the mandrills I could sense from here remained either asleep or unaware of my presence.

Dropping low into the close-cropped greenery of the pen’s floor, I was able to stay below the clay brick wall to avoid being seen as I followed the pen’s wall around the north end, hoping that keeping the line of sight between me and the alpha broken would let me continue to go unnoticed.

Even as I drew closer to the building on the west end of the pen, I couldn’t sense anything within. My detection was utterly defeated, and it only made me more curious. In fact, it made me worried. What if that was the purpose of the building? What if it was a honeypot trap for humans whose detection grew so strong that the resilience of this little wooden hut drew them inexorably to investigate? Was I going to open it up and be dragged within by some manner of mad monkey scientist, seeking to harvest my brain for whatever Beastmaster hardware the system had installed in me?

It was a silly fear. Absolutely ridiculous.

But just in case it wasn’t, I drew one of my handaxes as I approached the building.

The door was on the west side of the building, with a ramp down to the dirt. There were deep hoof tracks in the ground here, and the wooden ramp had a bowed shape even though it had been reinforced, which made it clear that the aurochs had been brought into the building regularly for some purpose. The door itself was a large door on a sliding track, which made it all that much stranger that my senses didn’t penetrate it.

Creeping up the ramp, I reached out and slowly opened it.

What came out of that room was a cloud of thin white vapor. That made it all the stranger that I didn’t sense anything. No smell whatsoever, despite the cloud. When it cleared, I finally got a look through the narrow crack I’d opened, to see what was within.

In the middle of the room was a large metal censer. It glowed orange with heat at the base, and that thin white vapor poured out of it in a thick stream. I felt like there should have been a hissing or boiling noise, but there was none. In fact, no noise whatsoever. Even opening the door had been silent, despite the strength of my senses meaning that no amount of grease or oil could dampen the sound of it sliding open enough to defeat me.

It was the censer. The vapor was some kind of… system effect? It was suppressing my detection. Covering scent and sound. Even light, as the interior seemed far darker than it should have been with my new night vision. I started to creep towards it to investigate—and probably try to steal it—when I realized.

Two eyes stared at me out of the darkness.

They were not the beady eyes of a mandrill, nor were they the giant watery eyes of an aurochs. They were yellow and slit-pupiled, set high up on a reptilian head.

The mandrills were keeping a monster in here, isolated and hidden.

This was what the alpha had been protecting.

The creature was about as long from nose to tail as I was tall. Just over six feet. It was low-slung and long, like an alligator, but with longer, almost canine-looking legs. Armored brown scales ran down its body from the back of its neck, where a few tufts of brown-orange feathers were starting to come in, forming a sort of birdlike crest.

From the downy growth, I guessed that the creature was young for its kind. Even with its long snout tied closed with a length of rope, long pointed teeth poked out around its notched lips.

The creature was cruelly bound. In addition to the loop around its mouth, other lengths of rope bound its legs, hobbling it so badly that it could not move. All it could do was stare at me and puff out its downy feather crest in what was likely a natural response to try and look threatening.

“Easy,” I whispered, holding out my free hand to calm it. “I’m not here to hurt you.”

It started to twitch and struggle. The creature couldn’t shake its bonds, but its tail was not bound. If it started to thrash and panic, it was going to knock over the censer and either start a fire or interrupt the suppression effect. Either way would have the whole camp coming down on me in seconds.

“You’re supposed to understand me,” I said carefully, quickly stepping into the room. “Unless that means we share a language, in which case you understand me anyway because I’m a stupid monolingual asshole. Please calm down.”

Wild Empathy wasn’t calming the critter down. The only meaning I was sensing from it was panic. The lizard-dog thing was not in a good emotional state like this. It simply could not listen to my efforts to calm it while it was so thoroughly consumed by fear.

The fastest way to calm it down was going to be releasing its bonds. Perhaps loosing it would cause it to make a hasty escape. I might never understand what it was doing here, but I couldn’t just leave the creature here for whatever nefarious purpose the mandrills no doubt had. And maybe calming it down might let me test out Wild Empathy’s ability to let me have a chat before I tried to use it to befriend an aurochs.

My skill with axes was high enough that I could take a quick swipe at its bonds and cut them cleanly without harming the creature. Its fear redoubled at the sight of the raised weapon, but it seemed to calm quite a bit when it realized that it could move one of its legs again.

For the first time, the panic that radiated off of the creature resolved into a message. It was finally reaching out.

Free me. Free me. Free me.

“Don’t worry little buddy,” I said, though now that I was inside the room with the censer, my voice felt distant and muffled. “I’m working on it.”

Cutting the bonds on the other legs calmed the creature tremendously. It stopped thrashing and kicking, and that meant that I could kneel down and carefully saw at the rope on its muzzle without harm.

“Isn’t that better?” I asked.

The creature opened its large maw, snapping it closed twice to test it. A feeling of joyous excitement radiated off of it. It wasn’t totally calm, but it seemed like I might be able to manage a conversation.

“What were they doing to you in here?” I asked, looking around. It was hard to tell the purpose of this room, as dark as the censer’s suppressing effect made it. Perhaps a veterinary clinic was the best guess, given the carved wood basins, stone knives, thick leather gloves, and other crude tools. Slightly incongruous with that purpose was a peculiar leather mask hanging on a hook near the door, making it feel a little bit more like some kind of cannibal lair than a clinic.

The creature made a low growling sound deep in its reptilian throat.

Its downy crest puffed up again, but this time not as a fear response, but as aggression. Anger.

Obviously, the critter didn’t know for certain what they wanted. But there was a suspicion. They had been starving it since its capture, which told it that they could not have meant for it to survive much longer.

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said, scratching my head. “If they wanted to kill you, why would they starve you first? They’ll get less meat. Less materials. And why keep you in here with this censer? They’re devoting a lot of resources to keeping you alive. I don’t think they’d want you dead. For some reason they just want you hungry. Why?”

The creature didn’t know. It conveyed that it didn’t understand the mandrills any more than I did.

Before I could offer any more reassurance or ask any further questions, its demeanor towards me shifted very suddenly in a new direction. Now that the panic was fading, another emotion was overtaking the crested reptile.

Hunger.


Chapter 10
Meat Me Halfway


Before the apocalypse, I had never fully comprehended that I am merely made out of meat. But once the modern world had been engulfed by a gritty Land of the Lost rewrite, that realization had come to me more and more frequently—usually shortly after I locked eyes with anything with vertical pupils.

As the feather-crested critter sized me up, I realized that I didn’t have as good of a way to get out of this. Most of the time, when I was this close to something that was this hungry, I had options. I could run, I could hide, or I could fight. Right now, though, every choice required that I get out of this room with the detection-suppressing censer, and with this thing trying to eat me, there was no way to do that without lighting up the detection skill of every mandrill in town.

I didn’t want to use Charming on this creature. I really wanted to get an aurochs, and having to wait for the ten-minute cooldown was going to get me killed. I was already pushing my luck by investigating here, so I couldn’t have possibly spared that much more time before someone noticed the open door and raised an alarm.

But just the same, the sudden awareness of how much of my body weight was meat hit some primal part of my brain.

Logically, I should have been more worried about what the mandrills would do to me if the alpha circled back to follow up on his paranoia. But emotionally, the sight of a lot of teeth forced me to make a snap decision.

I activated Charming, directed at the lizard creature.

It immediately calmed. The hunger didn’t leave it, but its toothy maw closed and it went back to considering me with curiosity rather than violent intent. What was more was that I received a bit of information in return. It was a baby baurusuchus, and it was a valid pet, if I could convince it to join me willingly.

The idea that it was a baby was alarming. It was nearly the size of a horse. How big could these things get? I’d never seen anything like it in the region, either. Where did the mandrills get it? Where were the critter’s parents?

Of course, the prospect distracted me immediately.

How big could it get? In the post-system world, size didn’t necessarily mean power, but it was a reasonable indicator. Getting an aurochs was picking up a pet that was powerful now, but I’d never seen one go beyond being a giant rock with legs. The baurusuchus, though, could be an investment. I might have to spend some time protecting it for now, but…

Sometimes, the best investments are the most uncertain.

Actually, that’s probably not true.

But I had been making my living by taking risks for a while now. It had just become a part of my personality now.

“All right, little guy,” I said, trying to sound soothing, even though I knew it was understanding my meaning more than my tone. “I don’t want to be your enemy. I think we could be friends, don’t you?”

Despite the pacification, the creature was still distressed. It was extremely hungry, but with the ability to sate that hunger sharply limited, its other anxieties were starting to come forward. It was afraid of what the mandrills wanted to do to it. It was lost and scared and they’d left it alone in the dark where all its senses were cut off for so long. Anybody or anything that had been treated that way was in no condition to make a decision.

Out of habit, I looked around the room. The censer was still suppressing my detection skill, but I could just look around and use my normal senses without relying on the system lighting things up for me.

Once more, the sharpness added by becoming a Beastmaster paid off. Despite the scent-dampening vapor, there was a salty smell coming from somewhere nearby. In the corner of the small building there was a tall freestanding cabinet, and opening it revealed the source. There were three clay jugs on the bottom of the cabinet, and on the middle shelf was a wooden case surrounded by several coils of the same crude rope that the creature had been bound with.

I quickly checked the jugs. There was a gentle sensation of my alchemy skill gaining a level as I identified the contents.

Masquerade Poison (Concentrate)
This fluid is made from [Insufficient Skill], [Insufficient Skill] and Distillation of Wood. Enemies afflicted by it will automatically fail all detection skill checks for one minute, and have their detection radius dramatically reduced for an hour afterwards. If boiled, masquerade poison fumes produce a cloud which no detection skill, spell, or effect can penetrate.

That explained the censer. With so much of it here, it seemed unlikely that they would run out anytime soon. Whatever they had planned for the creature, they could have held it for weeks, well beyond its capacity to stave off starvation.

The rope was self-explanatory. They’d brought more than they needed and just had to have a place to stow it. But the wood box was interesting. It was the source of the salty smell. Sliding the lid open, the smell went from faint to overpowering, despite the masquerade vapor. Inside, I found something I never expected to see again.

“Oh shit,” I said instantly, before I could stop myself. “Jackpot!”

Smoked fish. I didn’t recognize the exact fish species but there was at least ten pounds of delicious preserved meat in here. I couldn’t picture where it had come from, but that was mostly because I was trying to stop myself from shoving it all in my mouth at once.

There was a thump against my hip, and I looked down to see the baby baurusuchus looking up at me, its nostrils flaring open to absorb the smell just as eagerly as I did.

“Oh, this is probably for you,” I said, grabbing a larger chunk of it. “Maybe they did mean to keep you in here for a while. Though I can’t guess why they’ve been starving you.”

The creature opened its mouth and eagerly accepted the chunk of smoked fish. I couldn’t help myself, and grabbed a smaller strip of it as well.

Without modern methods, it was much saltier than I expected.

The baby baurusuchus made noises as it ate. My Wild Empathy translated the meaning. It remembered being fed this by the mandrills before. But they’d always only fed it just a little bit one time a day. It had tried to take more than it was given a few days ago, and afterwards the mandrills tied its jaws shut and didn’t come back to feed it again.

“Rude of them,” I said, making conversation as I tossed another chunk of fish into the critter’s hungry maw. “Seems like a very unsubtle way to tell them they weren’t giving you enough. Starving you afterwards is just irresponsible.”

The reptile agreed. Through Wild Empathy I learned it hadn’t even enjoyed the extra it had taken. The thick hide and hair of the mandrill was unappetizing, the meat was stringy, and that one bite was less than even the miserly servings of fish it had been given.

I tried not to laugh.

The mandrills weren’t starving it on purpose. They were just afraid of getting bit again.

Considering the lengths I’d gone to avoid the critter biting me for a first time, I couldn’t blame them. But this little guy didn’t understand. It was just hungry.

As it ate, the creature looked up at me with a much friendlier demeanor. Its expression conveyed that it would follow me to the ends of the earth, so long as I kept feeding it.

On the surface, that seemed to be enough of an agreement to become my first pet, but I wasn’t willing to accept that. The thing was starving; feeding it wasn’t getting it to agree with me, it was coercion. It was only giving me big friendly puppy dog eyes because it wanted continued access to the box of fish. But the box’s supply was not endless, and I didn’t want it to become sullen or violent if it interpreted the end of this bounty as me breaking my end of the deal.

“I want you to join me on my adventures,” I said at last, “but I need you to understand that I’m not just asking you to follow me around while I throw food at you. There will be action, danger, and there might even be some slightly longer pauses between meals than you might like. You won’t just be signing on to stick with me through the good times but also the bad.”

The baurusuchus needed a second to think about that. It liked the idea of adventure and action, and even danger, but it had been starved for days now. Unsurprisingly, it didn’t want to go back to that.

“I’ll do my best,” I said quickly, around another mouthful of smoked fish, “I promise. You won’t be neglected or imprisoned, and if you have to go without food, it’ll be because I’m going without food, too.” I waved at the box of fish. “Never when I have this kind of bounty right here. This would be a partnership, after all. The good and the bad will be on both of us equally.”

I thought for a moment. What was the best way to determine if I could offer it more than an occasional meal?

“Tell you what. How about you tell me what you want? What is it you want out of life?”

I tossed the creature another chunk of smoked fish while it considered my offer. Continued survival was its primary motivator, but it did have something beyond that. It was in the interest of the desire for survival, but it was very specific.

It craved power.

More than the feather-crested reptile wanted anything—even this whole box of smoked fish—was to be strong. To be fearsome. To become a beast that the mandrills wouldn’t dare approach without open terror in their eyes. It tried to convey something more specific to me, but Wild Empathy had some limits. With a frustrated shake of its head, it tried to convey something that it remembered seeing once before, but with more complex connotations than the Beastmaster ability could grasp.

All that I managed to understand was that it wanted to grow up to be great and terrible, like some kind of massive scaled god.

I knelt down in front of the critter and met its slit-pupiled eyes.

“You know what?” I said, barely containing a grin so large, it made my cheeks hurt. “I think this could be the beginning of a beautiful friendship.”


Chapter 11
Jurassic Perks


With the promise that we could work together to make my new friend a horrifying deity someday, a pact was struck. The baby baurusuchus became my first pet.

Making it my pet changed a lot. First of all, the lizard creature was added to my equipment, which gave me knowledge of its stats and abilities. I was also aware that the pet system included a growth system that would let me upgrade the pet as I wished in order to customize its stats and abilities.

Baby Baurusuchus [Set Nickname]
Level 5 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 375/375
MP: 250/250
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Friendly
Growth: 2/100

STR: 10
CON: 15
DEX: 13
AGI: 8
INT: 14
WIS: 12

[Class Abilities]

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

[Skills]

Bite: 20
Claw: 20
Dodge: 20
Detection: 20
Stealth: 20
Athletics: 20
Swim: 20
Survival: 20

[Growth Tree]

Juvenile Baurusuchus
Physical Path
Requirements: Beastmaster achievement “Sic ‘em II”, pet consumes 1x Savory Shank, Growth > 90

Ability Unlock:

Kick Out (30 second cooldown): Affect a conal area with a bellowing blast. Knocks enemies back and reduces their DEF rating by 10% for 15 seconds. Enemies pushed into walls or other obstacles take physical damage on impact.

Apprentice Baurusuchus
Magical Path
Requirements: Beastmaster 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 90 seconds, dealing minor damage over time and reducing enemy DAM rating by 10%.

My original objective had been to go for a pet that was more powerful than me in order to carry me to greatness. Now it seemed that I had a pet weaker than me that needed my support to grow into something powerful. Its stats were mostly lower than mine, and it appeared that the pet didn’t have any achievements to shore up its abilities.

At the very least, it looked like it wouldn’t be long before I could make the creature into something powerful. Making my friend into a scaly little artillery piece or a fearsome area denial monster sounded like a lot of fun. It was just a shame that it was going to be a long-term goal instead of something I would benefit from now.

As usual, the system didn’t give me enough information. I didn’t know how to get those achievements, how to find or make those food items, or how the growth mechanic worked. But, also as usual, I would figure it out. It might have been sampling bias, but I had adapted to all the weirdness the system had thrown at me so far. It would just take time for me to figure out this new stuff.

At the very least, the creature’s abilities were very promising. Affecting DEF and DAM ratings directly was tremendously powerful with the way the damage formula worked in this system. With Howl active, I might even be able to hack through the alpha’s thick hide. Not to mention the ability to share that buff with all my friends. And if I could grow it up to the next stage, cutting enemy DEF or DAM would make them significantly less effective combatants.

I felt a tickle of an urge to find new pets and see what options they would offer. Would an adult Aurochs have options for growth to develop its abilities? What abilities would it have? How about skills?

Without more stable slots, I couldn’t investigate right now. But I was excited for the possibilities.

Either way, my challenge was complete. There was a satisfying sensation as the system rewarded me for stealing my first pet from the mandrill camp.

For its part, the critter puffed up with a little bit of pride. All the uncertainty drained from its demeanor, and discomfort that I hadn’t even noticed it was feeling towards me. It might have been just my imagination—or the censer’s vapor escaping the room and letting my senses get a more accurate read—but the reptile seemed stronger and healthier now. As if becoming my pet had made it more powerful than it had been before.

More than that, though, when it communicated with me, it was much clearer and more understandable. It was less of a vague series of sensations, and a lot more like speech, even if it wasn’t verbal.

Power, the baurusuchus said. Much power. Satisfying.

“There’s more where that came from,” I said, taking a quick peek out of the narrowly open door towards the mandrill town. No sign of any patrols yet, but even with the vapor thinned as it was, my detection skill wasn’t working. “But we need to get out of here without being seen if we want to collect it.”

Fish? the critter asked.

I looked down in my arms to find that I was hugging the wooden case of smoked fish to my chest. I didn’t even remember picking it up.

“Listen, bud, we need this,” I said quickly. “Adding you to the town’s population might be a hard sell, and having a big box of food is going to go a long way towards getting James on our side of that fight.”

Not arguing, the reptile said, conveying a grin to me without actually changing its expression. Fish good.

“Stay close to me on the way out,” I instructed. “This might get a little spicy.”

Experimentally, I activated Hide In Plain Sight. There was a tingle as the Teamwork passive did what I hoped it would, applying the effect to the baby baurusuchus as well. Though to my perspective, it was a clearly visible shaded outline, the [Hide In Plain Sight] effect would make it much easier to sneak out of here.

A part of me wanted to make off with the censer as well as the fish. It would prove a useful tool back in Jamestown. But I simply couldn’t justify the risk. So long as the room was shrouded from detection skills, the alpha would never know its prize was missing. I could be all the way back home before the mandrills even knew I was here. That was worth more than a little alchemy toy.

Also my hands were full of a big box of fish. Don’t judge me.

There was also the matter of the jugs of masquerade poison. I could smuggle one or two out and still have plenty of ability to carry the fish. But I didn’t know if it would work without the censer, and it was a lot of risk to find out. There was no telling when the alpha would return.

As soon as the baurusuchus crept down the ramp, I slid the door closed behind it.

I was glad the creature had stealth skill already, so that I didn’t need to instruct it to tread carefully. At the far end of the pen, the docile aurochs barely seemed to notice us. That was a good sign. I was afraid that they might react poorly to a big toothy predator in their pen. Obviously, though, they identified that the baby reptile was not a threat to their near-impenetrable hides.

I considered jumping the fence again, but discarded the idea quickly. My new pet was pretty large, meeting me at the hip with its shoulders, but it didn’t have any climb skill, and its low-slung body would make the effort an absolute mess. The pen had a crude wooden gate to the south, though.

It seemed silly now that the entrance was facing out of town. Obviously the entrance being on the north side of the pen would allow more security, making it harder to steal away with their livestock. But I’d long since recognized the purpose during past raids.

Once upon a time I’d considered riling up the aurochs for a diversion once by driving them through the town on a stampede. The powerful beasts would reduce the mandrill’s homes to matchsticks in seconds, and take hours—if not days—for the primates to control and recover. But the gate pointing out of town meant that unless I busted through the thick clay brick wall, the hard-shelled cattle would only stomp around in the woods for a little while until they blundered into one of the mandrill farms, calming down once they ate a little.

Now, though, the tables were turned. I could open the simple latch on the wooden gate, open it just a few feet wide for my new friend to slip out, and we were as good as gone, circling around the nearest farm and heading on a straight shot south, moving nice and slow to avoid lighting up any guards’ detection skill, and leaving as little trail as possible.

“Alright,” I said, once I was confident that the only thing around us were forest-dwelling vermin and the distant creatures in the forest canopy above. “I think we need to settle one thing first, before we go any farther.”

Settle? the critter asked, giving me a curious look.

“Yeah. This is possibly the most important decision of your life, too,” I added, “besides choosing to join me.”

Decision, the reptile said, conveying to me that it wanted to help. Tell problem. Make decision.

“There’s one surefire way to make sure that nobody has a problem with you,” I said, holding up a finger. “Trust me, this works one hundred percent of the time on humans. We get this right, and everyone in Jamestown will love you.”

I pulled up to a stop and knelt down to look the critter in the eye. It stopped as well, meeting my eyes in return. Without proper meaning, it conveyed preparedness. It was ready to handle any task, so long as it could continue to be fed and grow stronger.

“You need a name,” I said at last.


Chapter 12
The Perils Of Pet Naming


As we resumed the walk back to Jamestown, I tried to explain to the baby baurusuchus what a name was. For a creature without proper language, it was difficult to understand. In the end, I explained that humans have a weird affection for things with names. If he had a name, and they knew it, they would be friendlier. They would be more inclined to recognize him as a unique and precious living being rather than just a monster.

The creature thought that was a silly way to see the world. But even with its simplistic animal understanding of the custom, it recognized the value in exploiting that behavior for its own survival. I tried not to think about if that meant the lizard was smarter than me, the way that its stats indicated.

“Unfortunately,” I said, “the internet doesn’t exist anymore. I can’t just go to a name generator site and hit the button until something catches my eye.” I shook my head. “I’ve always been bad at naming things myself. When I was a kid, I named my cat Tidepool because I wanted to be a marine biologist.”

The critter didn’t want to be called Tidepool.

I struggled for a moment to explain that I knew it was a shit name now, even though my skills in that arena hadn’t progressed.

“Alright, let’s break this down easy,” I said, rubbing my temple. “Are you a boy or a girl? Or neither?”

My survival skill informed me that if I flipped the lizard over on its belly, there would likely be a flap of skin that could inform me of the creature’s biology. But the creature and I were friends. You don’t just wrestle a friend onto their back to examine their genitals. At least, not without permission.

It took a minute of discussion to understand that the creature was not an ‘it,’ but was in fact a ‘he.’ He didn’t understand why that limited the list of appropriate names, and when I tried to explain that it really didn’t, but it did at the same time, he became progressively more confused and agitated.

“Alright, forget that,” I said at last. “Let’s just say that it helps. How about letters? Do you have a letter that you like?”

What is letter? the reptile asked.

I opened my mouth to try to define the word, but stopped before I could even begin. I felt my eyes bug out as I tried to resolve in my mind how to explain what a letter was to a creature without a language. He wasn’t actually speaking to me, after all. Just conveying meanings that my Wild Empathy was translating into words.

“You know what?” I said at last. “Never mind. Forget about letters. Let me think for a minute.”

I spent a lot of time on my own out in the woods thinking about things. It felt different this time with someone here watching me struggle to make my own brain work. I was a bit embarrassed about how long it took me to reach the conclusion I needed to hit.

The real question was why the system would let me name him. It had thus far proven to be pretty uncaring about a lot of things. The system was not flexible with people’s hit points bars when they were near death. It was not merciful about failed skill checks when lives were on the line. And it would not let you play fast and loose with cooldowns and durations for ‘rule of cool.’

So there had to be a reason why it would give me the option to name him. It wasn’t for aesthetics or fun. There was a purpose.

“It’s an identifier,” I said at last. “A way that I can pick you out of my eventual stable of pets quickly and efficiently when I need to.” I tapped my chin. “Ah, I get it!” I turned back to the critter, trying to explain. “It’s so that I can have more than one baby baurusuchus pet, and keep straight which one is which for the purposes of determining which one is going to be evolved down which path. If I want to take you down the physical or the magical path—or down the respective branches beyond—and the two of you are at the same stage, the system wants me to be able to tell you apart.”

Not important, the reptile conveyed to me. Is only one of me here. Where mandrills stole me from is very far from here.

“Right, but… Okay. Let me ask you this, then.” I tried to gesture at the system menu where it told me about his growth tree. Obviously, he couldn’t see it, so I had to explain verbally. “What do you want to be when you grow up? You have two paths before you. One direction is physical, where you will grow up physically strong, with the ability to throw enemies around and push them away. The other is magical, where you will develop mystical powers, including the ability to call down rocks from space to blast your foes.”

The critter had to think about that for a surprisingly long time. From what he said when he agreed to become my companion, I thought he would immediately latch on to the idea of being physically strong. If the mandrills tried to capture him again, he would want the ability to kick them away so that he could make his escape. But apparently his objective was more nebulous than that.

Which is scarier? he asked at last.

Now I had to think about it for a moment. On the one hand, the idea of it becoming a giant muscle-bound predator was pretty terrifying. Especially if it grew so large that its current size was proportionately a baby.

But at the same time, something that was only physically powerful could be evaded or outsmarted.

Honestly, a lizard that size was scary enough even if it wasn’t a muscle-bound titan. If it was some kind of bestial wizard, though? And if it had a little man sitting on its shoulder who could tell it the exact location of every living thing within a half-mile, there was no way for a force of men, mandrills, or beasts that could approach safely.

That wasn’t just a monster.

That was, potentially, a demigod.

Exactly what the critter wanted to become.

“Probably the magical path,” I said at last. “I don’t know what abilities you’ll gain that way, but physical power has limits. If you grow big and strong, enemies can guess at what you can do. With magical power, anything is possible.” I nodded along with my own logic. “They’ll be more scared of you if they don’t know what you’re capable of. Their imaginations will concoct baffling stories and attribute things to you that you never did. You’ll be way scarier that way.”

That satisfied the reptile more than even the smoked fish had.

“So you need a magical name,” I said firmly. “Something that separates you from anything that might join us in the future and go down a physical path. A wizard name.”

What is wizard? he asked. Is name?

“No, it’s a profession,” I said, though I tapped my chin for a moment. “No, ‘class’ is probably the word for it in the system. So let me think…”

I tried not to just blurt out random wizard names.

I failed.

“Gandalf? Merlin? Harry? David? Other David? Chris-with-two-Ss-and-no-H?” I tried to stop myself, but the floodgates were open now. “Tim? Salem? Kamek? Obi-wan? Yoda? Penn? Teller? Penn and Teller? Just stop me if you hear one you like.”

What was… he replied and then paused. What was fifth one?

“Uh,” I repeated myself in my mind, counting them out. “Other David?”

Bad at numbers, he said. There was good one. Eight maybe?

“Kamek?” I said.

Near that, but not that.

“Salem? Yoda? Obi-wan? Chris but spelled funny?”

Not same, the critter’s tail flicked in irritation.

“Chris-with-two-Ss-and-no-H?” I asked.

Last part, it said. Is sound good. Like sound momma make.

“No H?” I said again.

He made a positive sound.

That wasn’t a name, but who was I to tell a future lizard wizard that his name was unconventional.

It just needed some workshopping.

“Noaych?” I repeated, forcing the sounds together into one word. “Not quite. No-aich,” I said more firmly, putting the brief hesitance into it and moving the stress to the last syllable.

Yes. Is nice.

“I don’t know if that’s what anyone will consider a name,” I said, but I mentally instructed the system to record the name. “But you’re the one who has to live with it.”

Jamestown was just ahead, through the trees. Even now, my expanded senses were starting to pick out the guards patrolling the inside of the bramble walls on this side.

“Alright,” I said at last, suddenly realizing that I didn’t really have a plan to get my new friend Noaich through the guards. “So, this might get a little awkward.”


Chapter 13
Diplomatic Dilemma


I took the lead creeping through the tunnel back into Jamestown. I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t really have a plan, but there’s not a good way to explain to a giant dog-crocodile-dinosaur that I was just going to improvise your way past the guard. And I didn’t really want to explain how I knew her well enough to trust that I could pull it off.

“Where the hell have you been?” Jenna hissed when I finally emerged from the tunnel. She pointed at the wooden case I had crudely strapped to my back. “And where did you get that? I thought you were joking about being out there so long!”

“I never joke,” I said with a smirk. “I lack the cognitive capacity for it.”

“You’re not going to charm your way out of this,” she snapped at me. “I was about ready to go fetch James and get a search party going. I was… I was trying to get into a frame of mind where I’d be identifying your body before dawn!”

“Don’t you trust me?” I asked, trying to pretend to be hurt. Her concern was honestly pretty touching. I had expected her to be pissed because I could have gotten her in trouble, so it was surprising that she was concerned for my well-being. “I’ve been hurling myself into danger for months—years, even, if you count working retail during a pandemic—and I know perfectly well how to get back out again.”

Jenna sighed.

I could see in her eyes that she was warring with herself between holding on to her irritation and being relieved that I was alright. Her anger was starting to win, which wasn’t a good sign for what was coming next.

“Speaking of trusting me,” I said before she could put words to her thoughts, “I really need you to not freak out, okay?”

Noaich emerged from the tunnel behind me, leading with his big toothy snout.

To her credit, Jenna didn’t scream or shriek. Instead, she drew her sword in a flash and lunged.

I considered it a minor miracle that I managed to pounce on her before she struck, grabbing her around the wrist with one hand and around the waist with the other. The offensive focus of her build meant that she was numerically stronger than me, and could have broken my grip easily, but the hand on her waist was enough to know that this wasn’t a fight.

“Easy, Jenna,” I said quickly, “it’s okay. He’s with me.”

“What the hell is it?” she demanded, shaking me off. She didn’t put her sword away, but she didn’t strike as the giant lizard finished squeezing through the opening in the brambles.

“He’s my new friend,” I said, not fighting to keep my grip on her. I moved to kneel down beside the critter and put a hand on his scaled neck, just behind his downy feather crest. “His name is Noaich and he’s going to grow up to be a big scary wizard someday.”

“How is that supposed to be comforting?” Jenna snapped, the tip of her sword moving to line up a deadly thrust if Noaich made one wrong move. “He looks like he’s gonna eat you in your sleep!”

“I told you I leveled up, right?” I said. “I picked my subclass. I’m a Beastmaster now, and this is my pet.”

Noaich gave me a sidelong glance. Wild Empathy conveyed to me that he didn’t really like the connotation of the word ‘pet.’

“Sorry,” I said quickly. “That’s just the word the system uses for the feature. I think of you as more of a sidekick than a pet.”

Noaich didn’t like ‘sidekick’ any more than he liked ‘pet.’

“Listen, as soon as you’re big and strong and doing all the work, you can call me the sidekick,” I said. “Until then, I’m the one putting my neck on the line so you can grow up big and strong.”

That seemed to mollify the critter. And when I looked back at Jenna, I could tell that the sidebar had actually helped my case. The conversation had humanized Noaich a little bit. The tip of her sword had dipped a few inches as she peered at the creature with a bit more curiosity than anger now.

“As a Beastmaster, I’m a support class now,” I explained. “Noaich’s abilities will help make everyone more powerful. And he can watch my back while I’m out causing trouble.” I scratched at the scales behind his feather crest.

Despite himself, he leaned into the touch, enjoying the attention.

“I thought you were melee, like me,” Jenna said. She pointed to the hand axes on my hips. “I thought Beastmaster would be a ranged class thing.”

“I guess it isn’t,” I said. “All my new unique abilities seem proof of that.”

Though now that I thought about it, it seemed possible that the same subclasses might be available to multiple base classes. I had, after all, gained bow as a class skill. Perhaps there was a ranged base class that could take Beastmaster as a subclass and gain melee skills in the same way that Marauder had gained scout skills. Though a Beastmaster with that base class would have much different core abilities.

Weird, Noaich conveyed to me, looking back and forth between Jenna and me.

“What’s weird?” I asked him, giving Jenna a glance to make sure she knew I was talking to the reptile.

Understand you. Don’t understand her.

“Yeah, that’s the other side of Wild Empathy,” I explained. “You understand when I’m talking the same way I understand you. But without you having a similar ability, you can’t understand anyone else any more than they understand you.”

“We need to talk to James about this,” Jenna interrupted as she finally sheathed her sword. “I don’t know if we can have him just wandering the town. He’ll cause a panic.”

I realized that she was right, of course. While I was interpreting Noaich’s grunts and body language as something roughly approximating words, it must not have looked quite so innocent to someone who was hearing the low growl in his throat and watching the narrowing of his slit-pupiled eyes.

“First thing in the morning,” I said. With my latest achievement upgrade, my detection radius now encompassed the whole town even from the edge here. I didn’t even have to concentrate to find James’s centralized wooden hut and identify his current state. “He’s asleep right now. And I imagine if we barged in on him, he’d be mortified to be caught as he is.”

“How do you—” Jenna began, before stopping and instead asking: “What do you mean about being caught as he is?”

“New Beastmaster toys,” I said, tapping my temple. “My detection skill is absolutely insane now. And trust me, you don’t want to know. I don’t want to know, but my new detection radius didn’t give me a choice. And I bet he’ll be happier if I don’t go around gossiping about it.”

“I don’t think I can let you in, then,” Jenna said at last, seeming to ignore the fact that we were already in. “Like I said, you’re going to cause a panic, and I don’t think you’re going to get as lucky with every other guard as you’ve been with me.”

I almost blurted out something inappropriate, but in a display of incredible strength of character, I chose to keep the comment to myself. After all, Noaich could understand me, and I didn’t want the embarrassment of explaining to a tiny little lizard guy the particulars of human courtship.

“You have a point,” I said instead. “I think we should be fine in the morning, though, when it’s light out and people can clearly see he’s with me. We just need to avoid a panic, right?”

“I don’t think that’s enough,” Jenna said, her voice taking on a hedging tone. “I think we should talk to James before we bring your new buddy into town. Rick will be looking for an excuse to get rid of you, and this might be just the chance he needs. So you will have to—”

“Wait, what?” I interrupted. “Rick? You mean Richard? Why would Richard want to get rid of me?”

“Because…” Jenna blinked at me for a second. “Because he hates you? You know that, right? He hates your guts, Colin. Like, a lot.”

“Shit,” I muttered, shaking my head. “What did I ever do to him?”

“You’re a sarcastic asshole,” Jenna said with a smirk. “I might think it’s cute, but Rick can’t stand you for it. And you’re always second-guessing him in front of James and making him look bad. I honestly think he might straight-up murder you if James starts listening to you instead of him.”

It wasn’t a surprise for her to point out that I’d always been a bit snarky with Richard. His dour demeanor made it feel natural to pick on him.

The results of that did come as a shock, however. I thought I was building a begrudgingly friendly rivalry dynamic, and not making him into a dangerous mortal enemy. Besides, James was too skilled of a leader to choose sides firmly enough that it would escalate that far.

Personally, I’d always thought that he was siding with Richard instead of me more often, but now that I re-examined it, James had always been carefully neutral. It’d just always felt like he’d been ignoring my side of it when he’d just been sidestepping a conflict. It seemed like Richard had come away with the same impression.

I had just never taken it that personally, and I felt like it was weird that Richard had.

“Yeah, that reframes a few things,” I grumbled. “The last thing I want is to cause that much trouble.” I nodded my head to Noaich towards the tunnel through the town’s protective bramble wall. “Let’s get out of here, buddy. Jenna and I will make a plan in the morning, and we’ll handle this like mature adults and avoid getting stabbed in the back.”

Spending the night in the dirt outside town wasn’t ideal, but Noaich didn’t seem to be put out by it at all, and happily turned around and started to crawl back out. Before I could kneel down to follow, Jenna grabbed my hand. Her other hand comfortably fit along my jawline, her thumb on my cheek. It surprised me to find that her hands were warm.

She turned my head to look her in the eyes.

“Be careful out there, alright?” she said, suddenly very serious. “You know what kind of things hunt out in the woods at night.”

“Of course,” I said instantly. “Don’t worry about me, babe. I’ve got a Beastmaster radar now.” I tapped my temple. “I can hear danger coming from a mile away.”


Chapter 14
One Eye Open


It was a mild challenge to get some rest out in the woods. Obviously, the first few weeks after the apocalypse caused by the system, everyone had been sleeping on the cold hard ground. But after the last few months of an upgrade to primitive living conditions, going backwards was a challenge.

In the early days, I’d only slept when fatigue literally overwhelmed me. The terror of constant near-death brushes with mandrills, giant scaled beasts, and other humans had eventually been overwhelmed with straight-up exhaustion. Now, though, there was no way I was going to get any proper sleep. My full belly and the tingle of anxious excitement meant that sleeping on rock-hard tree roots cushioned only by a thin layer of dried pine needles was out of the question.

I was still able to rest a little. Simply sitting down in the dark with my back to a massive tree trunk and forcing slow and even breaths eventually made my body relax. It wasn’t proper sleep, but it would have to be enough to keep me going. And the light rest meant that I would be aware enough of my surroundings to avoid being caught off-guard.

In contrast, Noaich didn’t have a care in the world out here. My reptilian companion stretched out on the ground and went right to sleep just fine. Apparently it was comfortable enough for him that he was no longer bound and gagged in a shed, and even so soon after meeting, he trusted me to look out for him. Though it was notable to me that he naturally slept with one eye open, even though my Beastmaster senses were absolutely positive that he was fully unconscious.

After about thirty minutes he switched eyes.

I couldn’t help but linger on what Jenna had said about Richard. Perhaps that was why she’d been avoiding me. As the closest thing James had to a second in command, Richard had some clout, so it was possible that Jenna’s connection to me might make her guard duties all the more unpleasant if he really hated me that bad. But the new information did a lot to explain how he’d been behaving around me for the last few raids. He hadn’t just been eager to get the raids done; he’d been eager to have me eventually fail and die.

I tried not to think about how she’d called him “Rick” and whether that might be meaningful.

Perhaps this was a subject to bring up to James as well. Though if that was the case, I would have needed a bit more to go on than a little bit of he-said-she-said bullshit. Perhaps before talking to James, it would be beneficial to try and ask around to get some hard evidence about Richard’s attitude.

Although, how was I going to accomplish that and keep Noaich safe from trigger-happy guards in the meantime? In the absence of some magical method of storing him, squaring things with James had to come first.

I found that I was mumbling to myself as I mulled over the problem. I hoped that no one else had such a stupidly large detection radius and was listening to me. Though that seemed unlikely. Even half-dozing, I could tell that nearly the entire hamlet of Jamestown was asleep. I could sense the guards patrolling, but everyone else was asleep. I could even tell when another guard arrived to relieve Jenna of her post, firmly locking me out of re-entering the town, unless I wanted another confrontation.

There had been a hope that she would come out here to spend the night with me, but she went back to her own tent instead. She probably had a reason for that. Obviously, she was more likely to get a good night’s rest inside, and perhaps she planned on talking to James on my behalf in the morning to get him to come to me?

Just as I’d asked her to trust me, I just had to trust her in return.

I couldn’t doze deeply enough to dream. My expanded senses were still too fresh, and I figured that even in my bed, I wouldn’t be able to sleep. My awareness was just keeping track of things around me too tightly for me to actually get to sleep.

I found myself watching bugs and other small and harmless creatures crawling around the forest floor as I rested.

After a while, I started watching the small mammals that scuttled about the forest canopy as well, and found that right above me was a nest of fist-sized mouse-like creatures engaged in a bitter battle against a two-yard-long snake lined with horns, working together with pack tactics to try and scare the creature away from their young within the nest.

It was fascinating to watch. The forest was completely quiet and calm, and here there was a ridiculously tense life-and-death struggle going on right over my head. As the little creatures fought and died to protect their home, their struggle wasn’t large enough to shatter the peaceful night for anyone else. Their survival—or failure to survive—was simply another part of the natural order. No amount of drama could make nature itself care for them.

Despite the observation, I found that I cared. The largest mouse was badly gored by one of the thrashing snake’s horns, and tried to flee through the treetops, half-disemboweled and trailing blood. As much as the snake wanted the tender young within the mouse nest, it couldn’t resist the tempting treat, giving chase. It was a noble sacrifice. The injured mouse was luring the snake away, where the horned creature would fill its belly and then leave the nest alone.

And it was working. The other mice worked rapidly to repair the damaged nest and reinforce it further, hiding their other wounded within.

The bloodied mouse led the snake past the edge of my detection radius. I didn’t want to see it die, but my curiosity was winning out. What if there was something to be learned? What if the mouse had some system-granted ability that would let it win in a fight? What if I could learn something about the snake that would be useful? Perhaps some quality of it might make a venture to the treetops a worthwhile endeavor for some alchemy experiments?

In the end, curiosity won. I activated Beast Hunter, expanding my detection radius to follow the unfolding drama.

But as soon as my detection radius expanded, I saw something that stole my attention entirely.

An enormous creature was up in the forest canopy. Its six legs were churning the tree branches furiously as it charged directly towards Jamestown from the northeast. It was the size of two city buses and descended through the treetops right on course to descend to the forest floor on top of the town.

I immediately started cursing.

Leaping to my feet interrupted the expanded detection radius, cutting off my ability to observe it directly, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t make an estimate of how long I had before disaster struck. Noaich woke up at my sudden jump, but I didn’t have time to explain.

“Stay here,” I said quickly, breaking into a sprint towards town. “There’s danger coming.”

I went into a face-first slide halfway through the tunnel and scrambled the rest of the way. I almost ran face-first into the tip of a trident on my way out, but the guard recognized me before they struck.

“What the hell?” he cursed. I recognized his face, but couldn’t put a name to it. Kevin? Carlton? Creature? That last one sounded the most right but was not actually a name. “What were you doing out there? Scared me half to death—”

“Everyone’s in danger,” I snapped. I pointed vaguely northeast and up at the forest canopy. “Big monster. We only have a few seconds.”

It turned out we had less than that.

The beast emerged from the treetops like a meteor. As soon as it broke through the branches above the camp, it used some ability to wreath itself in conjured flames as it let loose a fearsome roar that shook the whole camp. My detection skill lit up as I sensed everyone was waking up.

About half the town vanished off of my detection radius as they activated their stealth skill in instinctive response to the bestial threat.

I heard the screams as the creature hit the ground, no doubt dealing massive damage to the people on that end of the camp.

There wasn’t time to wait around for Creature to make some smartass remark about the timing of my warning. I broke into a dead sprint heading for the site of the upcoming battle.


Chapter 15
Scorched Earth


The air was already filled with screams of panic and pain before I’d even gotten a good look at the giant monster. It wasn’t a good sign. There should have been sounds of combat. Of people fighting back.

Someone let out a wail of grief and rage, and my detection was able to pick up on a person kneeling over a corpse. But other than that, it was only agony and fear.

Of course, there was no mystery as to why when the monster roared. The sound was a deep and bassy thrumming sound, and I could feel the vibration of it in my lungs. Even as intent as I was to risk life and limb to save people, the sound made me seriously consider turning tail and running.

There was another series of screams, and a giant plume of debris filled the air, forcing me to dive to the ground to avoid the cloud of flying crap. It wasn’t just bits of tents and improvised camping gear. Flailing people flew over my head, screaming, cursing, or just silently bewildered as they went.

It felt like the beast had been given free rein for hours by the time I finally reached the scene. No matter how fast I ran, it never felt fast enough when someone else’s life was on the line.

The space where it had landed looked very appropriately like a crater. Around it the ground was scorched in visually striking rings, even as flames danced here and there, consuming the scattered debris.

Even without my new dark vision, the area was well-illuminated by the fires.

The beast itself was just as monstrous as my detection had warned. Six legs, at least twenty feet long, with the last seven feet being a thick scaled tail, and twelve feet tall at the shoulder. It was no longer wreathed in brilliant flames as it had been when crashing down onto the camp, but it still had a vague glowing red aura. And even from across the crater, I would feel heat radiating off of it. It had a stubby snout with two layers of serrated fangs, and four curved bull-like horns sprouting from the sides of its head. The creature’s scales were a reddish-purple, and all down its back was a mohawk of jet-black feathers. Each of its six legs ended in almost human-like hands, with enormous black claws.

Glowing red eyes turned and locked onto me almost instantly, nostrils flared.

Tangled in its horns on the right side was a familiar blue scarf, now tattered, torn, and bloodstained.

This thing had come from the mandrill camp.

And while there, it had slain the alpha.

And probably everyone else besides.

This was not going to be easy.

The monstrous creature let loose an angry snort and charged right at me. As it grew closer, the radiating aura grew hotter and hotter. Before it was even in attack range, my health started to tick down from the aura. Even at a run, its passage was eerily quiet, its clawed hands cushioning its footfalls so much that it didn’t make a thunderous noise as it rushed at me.

And the silent rush of the reptilian creature was terrifying. It didn’t roar again, it just charged, slowly opening its mouth as it came. It wasn’t big enough to eat me in one bite, but the image of it doing so was enough to make me freeze in place.

By the time I realized that I should be running, it was too late. The time to kite the beast around had passed. Now it was time to lock myself in an unwinnable fight and hope that my sacrifice was enough to let James rally a proper defense.

My first reflex was to hit it with the [pacify] debuff, but this thing was definitely already in combat, and definitely much more powerful than me. Betting my stats against it was not a winning prospect.

If I wanted to win this fight, I couldn’t waste time on impossible long shots.

I didn’t hesitate to activate Enrage. From all my past experiences with fighting giant dinosaur monsters, I knew their scaled hides were tough to overcome. I found myself wishing for Noaich to debut his Howl ability to help hack through that natural armor, but that was hopeless. Before the attack, there would have been no way to get him through the camp without slowing down. And if he was here now, he would probably get roasted by the burning aura, and I couldn’t stomach the idea of him dying when I was hanging so many hopes on his survival.

I dove to the left to let the giant jaws clamp down on air. As soon as I came to my feet, I lashed out with my handaxes, hitting the creature with Maul across its shoulder. The blade dug a shallow scratch through the hide there, but the blast of my bleed ability turned it from a bloodless cut into an open wound. I had no illusions that I could kill the beast by bleeding it slowly, but I needed to do everything I could to soften it up for when Jamestown started to strike back.

Also, everything I could do to keep it angry at me would let the wounded escape.

My success at pissing it off came at a predictable price. The monster turned with shocking alacrity and smashed the horns on the side of its head into my body. My whole nervous system lit up with agony as the heat of its aura caused the crushing blow to burn me. It was like being hit by a flying oven, with the heating elements all red-hot. I leaned away from the impact, and was sent flying, landing in an uncontrolled tumble nearly ten feet away.

Scrambling to my feet, the Intuition ability kicked in and I jumped as high as I could straight up as soon as my legs were under myself. I felt the rush of air as the creature’s tail whipped through the space where I’d landed, just shy of clobbering me into last week.

“Come on!” I heard myself cackling. Apparently the adrenaline pumping in my veins had evicted my good sense. “Is that the best you can do?”

The creature had obviously tried to smack me with its tail so that it could continue to plow forward farther into Jamestown to cause more havoc, but at my taunting cry, its head turned. The glowing red eye on that side narrowed at me, and I realized that Wild Empathy meant that it could understand my mocking cry.

“You heard me!” I said, unable to stop the manic cackling that had taken root in my diaphragm. “A little fire is supposed to impress me? A little love tap and you think I’m done?”

The creature snorted again, and its message was very clear. Even without Wild Empathy, I could guess at what it wanted to convey to me as it slowly turned to face me again.

“Yeah, if you want me dead”—I paused and cackled—“you’re gonna have to try harder.”

The creature rushed me, moving at tremendous speed. I couldn’t even pretend to try and meet its charge. I physically threw myself to the right in a wild dive to try and get clear of the attack.

And failed.

Giant jaws clamped down on one of my feet, and the whole world spun. I didn’t even know what it was doing to me, I just knew I hit the ground three times before I was sent flying into a tree. Fortunately, it wasn’t enough to kill me. I was low enough that Last Stand activated, though, which was a mixed blessing. I knew I could withstand a tremendous amount of punishment with it active, but knowing that the creature had only needed two solid hits to rip 80% of my hit points out of me didn’t inspire a lot of confidence.

When I was able to decode the spinning mess of my surroundings, the creature was already on top of me. Giant clawed hands crashed down and I barely rolled out of the way. Last Stand was reducing the burning aura damage to nearly nothing. From beneath the beast, I knew I was looking at the softest part of its hide, so I sat up sharply, driving my forehead into its belly with Skull Bash.

Instincts screamed at me to get out from under the beast while it was stunned, but logic won out. I smashed my axes against its underbelly, knowing this was my best chance to do lasting damage to it. Each blow opened a wound in the thin part of the hide here, even if they were shallow strikes. I didn’t have the leverage to do better, but I did have the damage increases from Enrage and my Skull Bash achievements, so they were still meaningful damage.

It turned out that my instincts were right. When the creature’s stun wore off, it just flopped down on top of me, crushing me beneath its bulk.

My defense and constitution were high enough to withstand the creature’s tremendous weight. It was heavy, but it was also very large. The weight was spread out over too large a distance to really hurt me. But I was still painfully pinned, with the tree roots beneath the thin layer of dried pine needles digging into my back.

For a moment, I thought that I was fine. The creature’s flesh was still searing hot, but it was a manageable heat. With Last Stand active, I could take it, and use Second Wind strategically to keep me alive for probably several minutes.

More than long enough for it to either get bored and move, or for someone else to come to my rescue.

Of course, the heat redoubled as soon as I had that thought. I could see flames on the corners of my vision as the monster reactivated whatever it had done to turn itself into a burning meteor. The intensity forced me to use Second Wind twice in rapid succession just to stay alive.

This was the end.

Months of survival.

All of my work to ingratiate myself to James to earn a spot on the raid team.

Everything I’d sacrificed.

All of it was literally going up in smoke now as I watched my hit points burn away.

I only hoped that the people I helped along the way were worth it. As long as the time I bought ensured the survival of just one person, it was better than nothing. If I could believe that someone I had saved would still be out there, I could accept my death.

Not that I had a choice.


Chapter 16
Reunion


It wasn’t until it was happening that I had entertained the possibility of rescue. I was certain I was dead. After all we’d been through in the last few months, death just seemed inevitable.

It would have been a pretty good reason to seek out some therapy—if we still had therapists in the apocalypse.

But despite all evidence to the contrary, death wasn’t here for me. Not yet, at least.

A sound came from somewhere nearby. Crushed under the monster’s bulk, I couldn’t really hear it with my ears, but I could feel it through the ground. It wasn’t as loud as the roar of the monster currently killing me, but it was a similar timbre. Another monster in Jamestown, challenging the attacker.

It took a moment for me to control the panic caused by my oncoming death. Once I did, my detection skill started to resolve what was going on around me, even though I couldn’t really see, hear, or smell anything but the massive creature on top of me.

Nearby, there was a group rallying just west of my position, gathering for an attack to shove the creature out of the camp. I couldn’t tell exactly who was who, but I could feel that they were on their feet with weapons ready. It was safe to assume that James saw what I was doing and was falling back on the usual strategy of using my distraction for maximum value. Either because he trusted me to get out on my own, or because he didn’t want my sacrifice to be wasted.

There was another group gathering farther to the south, along the bramble wall. It seemed like most of the people there were prone, and even from here, my detection skill identified some of them as injured. A handful of people were frantically dragging others away from the crater and towards the group. Gathering the wounded.

But not all of them were wounded.

More than a few were already corpses.

Nearer at hand, though, was the source of the sound. It startled me when I identified it. For the sound to reverberate through the ground like that, I had expected something larger. A scavenger seeking to drive off the predator once it was fatigued from its attack to reap the spoils.

Instead, it was Noaich.

Despite the obvious size disparity, the creature was standing up to the giant monster. I could respect that he was willing to die with me after I’d rescued him, but a part of me hoped that he would be able to go on without me. I’d imagined him trying to find his way home and forgetting about me, but apparently liberating him from the mandrills had earned me a little more loyalty than that.

Either that, or it was the smoked fish.

Despite any rational expectation, the flames chewing away my hit points stopped. More than that, the lesser version of the searing aura didn’t take over. I was no longer taking damage. It would have been a little more reasonable for the monster to finish me off before dealing with any subsequent target of equal or lesser threat, but it stopped killing me entirely. For a long moment I just lay there, flattened to the ground, wondering what was about to happen.

The rumble of the monster responding to Noaich’s roar of challenge shook my bones. It wasn’t like standing next to a giant subwoofer at a concert. It was like having one literally on top of you, crushing you to death as the soundwaves rattled your insides.

What was strange was that my Wild Empathy was trying to intuit the meaning of the rumble. The beast’s growl had a tone that conveyed meaning. Without being able to see body language, and utterly unable to hear anything besides the low bassy sounds from deep in the monster’s chest,

I couldn’t really process it as a sentence. Instead, it was just a tone. A vague sense of intent.

Relief. Maybe even joy?

What?

Slowly, the weight on me was reduced. The creature was backing up off of me. My instincts screamed to start hacking away at its belly again as soon as I could move my arms, but I held off. Something was happening that I didn’t fully understand yet. What was more, a skill achievement warned me against seizing the opportunity.

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. When failing a parry or armor check against a foe whose level is higher than your own, reroll the check and take the new result.

This wasn’t an opening to take the upper hand in the fight.

It was the end of the fight altogether.

Maybe Noaich could enlighten me as to how he’d done it.

I rolled to the side and scrambled out from under the enormous beast. Despite its height at the shoulder, its bulk meant that it was more like crawling out from under a slightly lifted truck. The whole time I feared that it would change its mind and flop back down on top of me.

Emerging from beneath it, it only took a second to parse exactly what had happened.

The giant beast had lowered its stubby snout to Noaich and was gently nuzzling at his face. Noaich was nuzzling it back in return. Both of their nostrils flared and snorted, and the larger one made an affectionate growling sound that sounded almost like a person saying “no H.”

Wild Empathy gave me the full picture.

Momma, Noaich was saying.

“Oh.”

In return, the giant beast was lamenting how hard it searched, promising that it never gave up, not to eat nor sleep nor rest for an instant. Its baby was too precious to lose.

A lot of things started to make sense at the same time.

I hadn’t really wondered about the detection-blocking censer in the shed with Noaich. It had inconvenienced me, and had isolated and tormented Noaich, and so I expected that to be enough of a reason for it. But now it all came together.

The censer had been hiding Noaich’s scent from his mother. The alpha had been so concerned with the security of the imprisoned critter because if we had fucked up the censer, this monster would have crashed down on them like a meteor, killing them all in a fiery rampage.

And once I led him out of the shed and got his scent loose in the town, that had likely happened. And when it hadn’t found its baby, it had followed the scent through the woods to continue the hunt.

“So, this has just been one big misunderstanding,” I said aloud, drawing the attention of the two monsters.

Noaich’s mother snorted angrily, moving to put itself between me and my pet. Noaich made a cute little chirruping reptile noise, stopping it from lunging at me again.

Friend, Noaich conveyed. Sidekick, he added.

I gave my most disarming smile. I still had the [pacify] effect of my Charming ability in case I needed it, but I knew that if I did something like that, the monster would not be happy to be robbed of control of itself. Besides, I wanted to trust Noaich, if he could end this peacefully, I wanted to help him do that. There had been enough death here for one day.

Noaich and his mother conferred briefly. Noaich conveyed his pact with me to help him become powerful and explained that becoming my companion had made him healthy and strong again. His potential was so much higher with the power of a Beastmaster behind him. He told her that despite my size, I was cunning. I could protect him with brains where brawn had already failed.

The mother was saddened by this. She hadn’t been ready for her child to grow up and leave the nest. But she had always known the day would come. She didn’t trust me. She thought I was brazen and suicidal, and I honestly couldn’t argue with that. But she did trust Noaich. If this was what he wanted, she wasn’t going to stand in the way of his dream.

It would have been touching, if the adrenaline hadn’t all drained out of my system.

As soon as my body let me escape the tunnel vision of combat, my surroundings returned to me.

Death and destruction surrounded us as Noaich’s mother gave him a last nuzzle of affection before it went to leave. It was hard to find it heartwarming when I could smell burning flesh and knew that it might be someone I knew.

As Noaich’s mother’s powerful claws scrabbled against the trunk of the nearest tree, just before she vanished into the forest canopy, a voice came from behind me, before I could say anything.

“What the hell!?” James demanded.


Chapter 17
A Beastly Misunderstanding


It wasn’t hard to see how this must have looked from the outside.

People were dead and, with my connection to Noaich, it was very easy to place the blame for that squarely on my shoulders. No matter how I tried to rationalize it, I knew that those people had paid the ultimate price for my growth. Even I couldn’t pretend that this wasn’t the direct consequence of my own actions.

Plus, I was talking to James. I knew him. The second I started trying to backpedal and make excuses, I was dead meat. That was the sort of man James was. If I tried to wriggle out of responsibility, he would make sure that I paid for my cowardice even more than my mistake. There was only one thing I could do that a man like James would respond to.

I had to man up.

“I want to say that I can explain,” I said quickly, “but I know that there’s no explanation I can make that will undo what happened.”

“Yes,” James said coldly, “I think that’s accurate.”

He was standing at the head of a group of Jamestown’s best fighters. Though as James’s charismatic nature made his opinion about what had just happened spread through them, they were looking less and less like a column of soldiers, and more and more like an angry mob.

I swallowed hard.

James approached me slowly. His greatsword was still sheathed across his back, but I knew from seeing him fight that one of his Class abilities would let him literally teleport it to his hands at will. Silly spellblade bullshit. I thought there were even odds that he might just execute me now, but honestly… his charisma was infecting me as well. If he decided that I deserved to die for this, then I had to admit that submitting to his judgment peacefully was the only way left for me to make up for what I’d done here.

But I’d done the right thing. I hadn’t tried to flee, or fight, or hide, or lie. I hadn’t even tried to talk him into mercy. I’d stood before him and everybody and owned the mistake, first and foremost.

The mob started to move forward with him, but at his gesture, they stayed back. As cold as he’d appeared a moment ago, when he drew closer, I could start to see through the facade.

It was an act, this rage. He was playing for the crowd, but his mind wasn’t clouded by anger. Instead, he simply recognized that as a leader, he was playing a role. And right now, that role called for him to appear hard and merciless, even though he was too nice of a guy to really feel that way.

“Colin,” James said, his voice softening slightly. He had lowered his voice after approaching, making our conversation between the two of us, with the angry mob far enough away that they would just hear an indistinct mumble. “What did you do?”

“Honestly, I fucked up,” I said without hesitation, gesturing at the destruction around me. “I got too smart for my own good and this is what happened.”

“Start at the beginning,” James said, an edge of irritation returning to his voice. He recognized that I wasn’t hiding, but at the end of the day, he did actually need to know what happened. “And talk fast. Because I’m not sure if I’ll be able to make my own decision about it if the whole town walks up and demands to know what’s going on, too.”

I started with a rough explanation of my new Beastmaster abilities, as well as the challenge the system had issued to me. Considering he told me to go fast, I glossed over a lot of the details of my detection radius and Wild Empathy. Now wasn’t the time to try and advertise my new skills. Instead, I focused on the support that I could offer requiring me to acquire a pet, and my plan to use the ability to bring back an aurochs.

After that, I gave him the gist of my sidetracking into Noaich’s rescue, making a point to mention the alpha’s concerns and the detection-blocking censer. With those details, it was easy to explain how Noaich’s mother had gone on a rampage, and why Jamestown was caught in the crossfire.

For his part, Noaich tried to cut in and help fill in details, but obviously, James couldn’t understand him and I didn’t want to slow the story down. The reptile caught on quickly that he was distracting me more than he was helping, and fell silent.

James, however, asked no questions. Even though he was listening, I could tell his thoughts were going a mile a minute. I was trying to explain myself, while he was trying to figure out how my actions were going to cause the dominos to fall.

Ultimately, I just had to hope that he understood that there was no way to predict this outcome. I hadn’t taken a risk and been punished. Instead, I had simply done what made sense at the time and there had been consequences I’d never dreamed of.

“Nothing I say can undo what’s happened here,” I said when I finished explaining why the creature had left. “But I am sorry. I should have used my head a lot more than I did, and everyone paid the price for my mistake.”

James gave a heavy sigh. Smart as he was, he still had to think to decide what to do with all this information. It was a good sign that he didn’t want to pass judgment immediately, but there was no way that he could justify forgiveness at this point. People were dead, and with how precious our lives were in the apocalypse, there was no way the survivors could stomach a slap on the wrist for that.

“I have a choice here,” James said at last, “and I want to be as fair to you as I can, Colin. I could never have fed all these people without your help, and I don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten that. But there’s not a lot of options here. What do you think I should do?”

“Well, to be perfectly honest,” I said, my mind racing in a hope that I might get out of this alive, “the monster hit the mandrills first. The alpha is mortally wounded, if not dead. You’ve got an army raised and ready for a fight, and I think if you rush right now you could rebuild there instead of here and take their farms.”

James smiled, but despite the idea of making his long-term dreams come true, there was a sadness to it.

“That’s not what I mean,” he said, “but I appreciate the sentiment. You know what the choices here are.”

I didn’t really know, but I suspected.

“It might be a lot to ask,” I said, “but I’d like to live. I do have a promise to keep.” I gestured at Noaich, who was looking curiously between me and James. The reptile could only understand half of the conversation, but either it was too complicated to understand, or he trusted me completely.

“Obviously,” James said. He waved a hand at the crater. “I think there’s been enough death for one day. But I don’t know what’s going to happen if I say that to certain people in the aftermath.”

Despite my initial confusion, I was catching up now. One of my options was going to be submitting to some sort of trial. The people of Jamestown would decide my fate, and while James would likely be the final arbiter of my punishment, everyone would get a voice.

And if James tried to overrule a clear opinion in favor of violent retribution, he could be facing a civil war.

Jenna had warned me that Richard wanted me out of the picture. There was no way he wouldn’t take this opportunity to place himself at the head of such a revolt.

“What do we do, then?” I asked. If I could reframe it for James as a problem we faced together, maybe he would just tell me the answer he wanted me to give him. Even as my adrenaline from the fight had faded, I felt like this conversation was just as much of a battle for survival.

“I don’t like it,” James said with a scowl, “but it’s the only option.” He shook his head sadly. “I hate how fast things change. I never wanted Jamestown to lose you as a resource, especially not after investing so much in your growth. But… I can’t keep you here.”

I nodded.

It hurt a little that he was so bluntly referring to me as a resource, but James had to look at the bigger picture. Jamestown was his bid to save humanity. Every person here had to earn their keep, or else the apocalypse that the system caused would be well and truly the end of the human race.

“I’m afraid it might be just as much of a death sentence as killing you with my own hands,” James said at last, “but we’re stuck. If you stay here, I’m afraid your death is the only thing that’s going to satisfy some people here. And we can’t have that. That’s a slippery slope that I don’t want us going down for as long as I can help it.” He put a hand firmly on my shoulder and pointed east with his free hand. “Colin, I sentence you to exile. Leave now and never return.”

He turned away from me, crossing his arms, letting that cold tone come back to his voice. “Quickly, before someone changes my mind.”


Chapter 18
Into The Wild Green Yonder


Strangely, James’s statement hurt my feelings more than I expected. For my whole life, I had always focused on helping people, and being expelled from the largest settlement I’d heard of since the apocalypse began was a crushing defeat.

But James was right. Some people were never going to be okay with me again after this. If Richard really hated my guts, making sure he didn’t have a voice here was my best chance of being treated fairly.

And nobody would be able to argue that it wasn’t a severe punishment. I’d spent so much time helping Jamestown stockpile food, and now I was turned out to the wilderness. With how precious food was in the apocalypse, being sent out without the support of the rest of the town was a dangerous prospect. Going back to the way it was before joining the town was sentencing me to starvation if I couldn’t adapt very quickly.

But nobody knew about the extent of my new abilities yet.

Beast Hunter would make me an incomparable tracker, letting me use persistence predator tactics to keep hunting for things that might be able to evade normal folks. And with creative use of Charming and Wild Empathy, I might be able to negotiate with the wildlife for help finding edible vegetation.

I could adapt.

Still. Even though this was obviously my best chance at seeing another sunrise, it wasn’t how I wanted this day to go.

“And I mean now,” James said firmly, returning his voice to a more normal volume, so that the mob would hear. He turned his back and crossed his arms. “If I ever see you again, it’ll be the last time. Go. Before I change my mind.”

That complicated things. Being reduced to the clothes on my back was a dramatic decrease for my odds of survival. Or, at least, it would be in the eyes of anyone who would be calling for execution. Richard might be satisfied with the image of me starving to death in the woods.

“Let’s go,” I said to Noaich. I shot a look at the mob of armed townsfolk. Some of them were already dispersing to help the wounded, but there were more than a few that seemed ready to jump me at James’s command if I was too slow to abide by his order. “Quickly.”

It sucked to know that I was leaving behind everything I didn’t have on my body. Having the case of smoked fish still in my possession was a small consolation, but I wasn’t happy to leave behind my bed, my tent, and my other armor, weapons, and clothing.

The worst realizations didn’t strike until I was crawling through the passage through the bramble wall.

I never got to say goodbye to my friends.

It felt rough that I was forced to part with James on such rough terms, but there were others that were more important to me than him and they weren’t even going to find out I was leaving until they heard it second- or third-hand. How was Jenna going to react? What was Rebecca going to think?

What was worse was that I didn’t know who was alive or dead. Who had been caught in the monster’s meteor strike? Who had fallen in battle before I arrived?

Was I actually leaving anyone behind? Or were they already gone?

I would never know.

“This is fine,” I said to Noaich as we emerged into the forest. I tried not to think about it being the last time I would leave Jamestown. “We’re going to be all right.”

Will interfere? Noaich asked. He paused for a moment, trying to think of a clearer way to convey what he meant. Must grow stronger. Will growth be harder now?

“No,” I lied, “we’re still perfectly on track. We can still get you there, buddy; I don’t make a promise when I don’t mean it.”

That set his mind at ease, but now I was the one worried about it. I always tried to keep my promises, although making my little lizard friend into a demigod was one of the more outlandish ones I’d ever made. According to his stat readout, I needed to unlock an achievement that probably involved capping out our friendship level, feed him a peppered steak which probably required the cooking skill, and then keep him fed and happy to fill his growth stat. I wasn’t afraid of achieving the first one. But the other two? Those were going to be much harder without Jamestown’s resources.

But the little guy didn’t need to worry about that for right now. This was my problem, and I would cross that bridge when I came to it.

When we had gone to rest outside of town, it was close to the entrance. I hadn’t considered the possibility of anyone else being crazy enough to leave town at night, and the consequences of running into someone there was minimal. Now, though, if someone saw me here, there was no way of knowing if I would survive the encounter. And unless I’d misjudged James the whole time I was living here, there was a very high chance that he was about to march out to try and claim the mandrill town to take control of their farms.

So, my exile began with a hike.

Realistically, there was no difference between this walk and my earlier trip to the mandrill town. It was the same forest with the same challenges. The same terrain and the same wildlife. But this time, the walk was… depressing. Before, I was riding high off of a level-up, new powers, and with a goal in mind.

Now?

I found myself trudging. Dragging my feet and staring at the ground as I pressed onward. It had only been hours, but the novelty of the new detection radius wasn’t enough to keep my defeat from clouding my mind. I was still paying attention to my surroundings thanks to it, but there was no more sense of wonderment at my supernatural awareness of the old growth forest around me.

Noaich, at least, seemed unaffected by my poor morale. Not only had he been freed from captivity—and presumably a nasty fate of one description or another—but he’d been given his mother’s blessing to go off on an adventure with me. He was growing up and leaving the nest.

In terms of maturity, he seemed to be a little more than a child, but not yet a teenager. I tried to imagine how I would have reacted at age nine if I met a mystical hero and my mom let me go on a magic adventure with him.

That sounded an awful lot like what I’d answered when asked “what do you want to be when you grow up” at that age. I’d wanted to be important. I’d wanted to matter. And all the stories I’d devoured at that age all leaned on the same Hero’s Journey trope that told me to get there I’d have to answer some mysterious call.

It brightened my mood a little bit to know that my dreams were coming true, even if it was by proxy.

That thought gave me a way out of my growing depression. I’d devoted myself to helping people, and even though I could no longer touch the lives of a whole town, there was still someone I could help. How could I make sure that I was the best possible mentor to my young hero? Preferably without getting ganked halfway through the narrative.

“Priority one is survival,” I said to myself. “And that gives us three things we need to do.”

Food? Noaich asked.

“Yeah, the first priority is to take care of ourselves,” I agreed. “Food and water, shelter, and all the rest of our basic needs. But we need to worry about more than that, obviously.”

Also food? Noaich asked, clearly puzzled as to what the other priorities could be.

“A good guess,” I said, finding myself grinning despite my dour mood only a moment ago. “The second concern is where we’ll be when we assemble those basic needs. We need to avoid running into folks from Jamestown again, because if we’re close enough for them to blunder into us, they might call it a violation of my exile. There’s no telling what they’ll do to us. Or what we’ll have to do to them to defend ourselves. But that’s an easy fix. We just have to keep moving and they won’t catch up, even if someone is out here already, looking for trouble.” I reached over and tapped the bark of a tree, literally knocking on wood.

Noaich didn’t fully understand what I was talking about. The concept of exile seemed to go over his head a little bit. I could chalk that down to a lack of understanding of the concept of a town. Considering that baurusuchus appeared to be giant apex predators, they likely had a more isolationist social structure.

Regardless, that meant that my final concern would come across very clearly.

“And the final concern is predation,” I concluded. “We have to watch out for big spooky monsters who could kill us because we happen to be made out of meat.” I tapped my temple. “That shouldn’t be a problem as long as I’m paying attention, but there’s still some things that might make themselves threats even against my detection radius.”

Explain? Noaich asked. The message came with a sense of polite curiosity. Becoming my pet had clearly done something for his intelligence, and now he was seeing the system in a new light. Giving him more information could only help, considering he was basically one of my class features now.

“I can sense things within a tremendous range,” I said. “But it’s still based on my detection skill. If something is actively using its stealth skill, then I need to beat it to see it. Wandering predators that depend on strength, speed, or pack tactics I’ll keep us well clear of. No wandering ceratosaurs or dire wolves will catch our scent so long as I’m not a total idiot. But an ambush predator?” I gestured with my hands, making one hand pounce on the other like a cat. “Our only defense against that would be—”

Sometimes I wonder if I’m cursed. Would the attack have happened if I wasn’t in the middle of explaining how it was possible? If I’d kept my mouth shut, would the beast have let us pass by?

Curse or no, the creature attacked mid-conversation, suddenly becoming visible in mid-air above me, clawed limbs extending as it descended on me.


Chapter 19
Claws and Effect


It took a moment to recognize what the attacker was. Despite my new night vision, its brown-gray dappled fur made it blend in with the surroundings even while in motion. It was a five-foot long cat, with disproportionately huge seven-clawed paws. Its giant snout housed two layers of serrated, shark-like teeth, around two giant saw blade-shaped canines.

Felt like it had been years since I’d seen a megantereon. As ambush predators with tremendous stealth abilities, you simply wouldn’t know it was nearby unless it determined that you were isolated and weak.

On the scale of the average predator in the apocalypse, it was tiny. Even Noaich, at his early age, was larger by volume. But pound-for-pound, nothing was more ferocious than a hungry megantereon.

The only thing that saved my life was my Intuition ability. Because I spotted the creature before it struck, I was aware of the attack and got a lucky proc. The system determined that parrying was the skill that won the coin flip, and so my body instinctively whipped out my axes, interposed the weapons between the oncoming claws, and caught them before they could find their way into my shoulders.

Even as the sharp parts were held at bay, the monster’s weight came down behind it, flattening me to the ground on my back. I had a split-second to think before those saw-edged fangs opened me up, and so I did what I do best.

I used my head.

I activated Skull Bash as I jerked forward to hit the beast in the snout with my forehead. The stun effect was brief, but more than long enough to kick the creature off of me. The megantereon’s small size meant my strength stat was sufficient to get it clear and roll away.

It recovered just as I got to my feet, and the stare-off began.

The megantereon was somewhat intelligent. There was a reason why it attacked me even though I was clearly allied with the big reptile beside me. It had tangled with humans before, and knew we normally had poor night vision. Its stealth should have held until after the strike, letting it deal a mortal wound and then dance away while I bled out.

But I could see it and avoided the strike.

The monster had to re-evaluate its choice of prey.

It wasn’t sure if it could take me in a proper fight.

I knew it definitely could. A few good swipes and a bleed effect and I might be breathing my last inside of an hour. Megantereon also had unusually thick hides for their small size, and so dishing out damage in return was unlikely.

My lucky streak would have to hold if I wanted to survive, let alone win.

It had been a long time since I’d had a proper fight with something. All my tangles with the mandrills had been hit-and-run, with a focus on the run. The brief battle with Noaich’s mother had been me getting my ass promptly kicked before the fight was interrupted. There had been a few hunts where we’d killed monsters for meat, but those had been few and far between, and while I definitely carried my weight, but James, Richard, and Rebecca did the real heavy lifting in those encounters as pure DPS classes.

I hadn’t been in a solo encounter since joining up with Jamestown.

It was true that I wasn’t alone, but I couldn’t risk losing Noaich. Not so early in our adventure to something so stupid.

“Stay back,” I said firmly to Noaich. “This is going to get dangerous.”

Can fight, Noaich said, growling low in his throat. His thick tail lashed as he coiled, as if to pounce.

“You can help,” I said, “but I don’t want you fighting. You won’t get stronger if you get gutted the first night.”

The megantereon was confused by the exchange. Wild Empathy meant that it could understand me, and that probably spooked it worse than me seeing the attack coming. I tried to imagine if I was hunting rabbits and one of them dodged a shotgun blast and then turned and looked me right in the eye before speaking in perfect English.

I resisted the urge to ask the giant cat what was up.

“I want to tell you that this doesn’t have to end in violence,” I said carefully, “but I think we both know that’ll be a lie. I can’t trust you to give up the hunt, and you can’t trust me because you’ve seen enough humans to know better.” I shook my head and raised my weapons. “This is just part of the natural order, now.”

As a means of agreeing with me, the cat lunged. The megantereon’s primary strategy was to attack from above, using its giant fangs to issue a deadly first strike, and so its attack was less effective while lunging from right in front of me.

I hurled myself aside, avoiding the attack narrowly and dragging my right handaxe down the monster’s left side as it passed. The thick hide stopped me from doing serious damage, but I could feel the hide tugging on the weapon, and a plume of fur went flying from the strike.

There was something I’d wanted to test.

I issued a mental directive to Noaich, trying to activate his Howl ability just as if I was activating one of my own abilities. True to my expectation, he immediately threw back his head and let loose a fearsome roar, though there was a slight delay.

That would make things much easier to coordinate.

Power coursed through me. The [Howl] buff made me feel much stronger, and I didn’t want to wait for the cat to attack again. Driving forward after the agile predator, I hacked at it with both weapons before it could circle around for another pounce.

I caught it across its hip, and the increased damage of Noaich’s support meant that I didn’t just shave off a chunk of fur, but actually split the hide, opening a surprisingly deep wound. I hadn’t expected that, and it was clear that the megantereon hadn’t either, and it hit the ground in a stumble, nearly falling over. I found myself scrambling to keep up, launching myself at it recklessly to follow up on the opening.

Claws churned the air, stopping me from hacking the beast apart in the scant opening. Its polydactyl forepaws covered a tremendous space to keep me away, but I was still able to fake towards its face with one axe to create an opening to strike it across the belly with the other. Activating Maul with the strike, the blast turned the wound into something much bigger and deadlier.

Not just leaking blood, but fountaining.

The megantereon wailed. It was a sound so horrifying that it cut through the adrenaline all the way to my bones. Wild Empathy translated the sound into a shriek of pain, but the undercurrent of it wasn’t terror, which I first suspected.

But anger.

Rage.

It wasn’t concerned for its survival. It was more concerned about mine.

There would be no attempt to escape.

It was going to kill me or die trying.

That was all the warning I had when the creature rolled to its feet in a lightning-fast motion before it launched itself into my face. The first paw caught me right on the top of my head, swiping seven rents across my scalp. My whole head was suddenly hot and wet with blood. The flinch from that pain meant that the saw-edged fangs of the creature snapped shut on only air instead of digging into my throat.

I managed to keep the beast from dragging me down by turning away and flailing my arms, breaking its hold.

As soon as the megantereon hit the ground, it reversed direction and leaped up at me again, claws flailing at my chest, leaving deep scratches in my leather vest. I tried to wrestle it away, but that only caused it to snap and bite at my hands.

If I was going to survive, I would have to fight offense with offense. I was no longer a tank hybrid class. If I was going to win this fight—and any fight in the future—I would need to stop trying to outlast its attacks.

I had to try and kill it before it killed me.

Emboldened, I activated Enrage.

For good measure, I added Bloodbath as well.

Throwing caution to the wind felt wrong in my head, but hacking away at the beast—enhanced by all the powers I could muster—felt good in every other part of me. Instead of trying to push it away, I leaned into its attacks in order to slam a handaxe into its shoulder, planting a deep wound there. I could feel my scalp starting to knit together as Bloodbath healed me for a portion of the damage dealt.

The creature’s next snarl of pain filled me with satisfaction instead of fear.

I hacked down into it again. This attack caught the top of its head, and its skull deflected the blow, but not before I cut into the skin there.

The deflection made the attack cut away a big chunk of flesh.

For just a second there was a flash of bone before the welling blood covered it. Blood poured down the megantereon’s face, and its attack grew frenzied.

I tried to match its fury. As its claws scraped at my armor and tore at my flesh, I hacked into its body with my weapons again and again. It roared its rage at the pain, and I found myself screaming right back at it.

This wasn’t the fight between man and beast.

This was a fight between two beasts, both clawing and kicking and spitting the whole way.

My rage ceased to be just a buff that was increasing my damage. My vision went red.

I hacked and hacked and hacked.

Claws and teeth tore at my flesh, but the only response my mind could formulate was to tear right back.

It wasn’t until Enrage wore off that I realized that I had won. The monster was torn asunder, and I was coated in blood. An awful lot of it was my own. At some point, Last Stand had been activated, keeping me alive through the fight.

“There we go,” I said, trying to pretend I was calm and in control. “So that’s how you fight one of those.” I looked over at Noaich. “You were taking notes, right?”


Chapter 20
Blood, Sweat, and Fears


Despite the horrible condition of the corpse, there was still a little bit of loot on it. A couple of chunks of Gamey Meat would make a meal with the help of a campfire, but not more than that. It also dropped a piece of gear.

Adornment
Ambush Claw
+2 Climb

I wasn’t interested in reducing either my defense or my detection skill for a little bit of climbing skill. But it was something with value. If I found a group willing to barter with an exile, it would be good to have something to trade. I put it away.

All in all, the fight wasn’t something I could call a successful hunt. But it had been self-defense. Even if I wasn’t happy with what I gained, I still couldn’t complain about my survival.

Megantereons are social creatures. Despite their solitary ambush hunting method, they live in large colonies to share food and care for their young. Using the active form of my new Beast Hunter ability, I couldn’t sense any more hunters out and about—their high natural stealth abilities rendered them invisible—but I could detect a small concentration of rambunctious kittens south of me. Another of the colony’s hunters had already brought its kill back and they were energetically ripping the carcass apart like tiny lunatics.

Turning north and heading directly away from the colony’s den, I put as much distance as I could between me and any future attacks by polydactyl monsters. There was no way of knowing exactly how far their territory ranged, but there was only so far such a small predator could drag a body my size back to feed the rest of its colony.

After about an hour, I finally elected to relax and take a seat with my back to a tree.

Originally, I’d wanted to find a spot where my detection radius didn’t pick up anything, so that I might be able to rest without worry. Then I tried to find a spot where there wasn’t anything larger than a mouse in range.

Eventually, it became clear that such a goal was impossible so far from both Jamestown and the mandrill settlement.

In the end, I had to resign myself to not getting real sleep. A combination of paranoia and unfamiliarity meant that I couldn’t really relax while I could still sense monsters lurking within my detection radius. There were only a few hours until morning, though, so I would just have to force myself to rest or else I was going to collapse during the day.

Noaich had no trouble sleeping.

When I called a halt to the nighttime hike, he curled up like a cat and knocked out immediately. I tried not to be irritated with him. He was basically just a little kid, after all. It was my job to keep him safe. And my hypervigilance was certainly seeing to that.

I watched various creatures wandering around me as I rested. It was mostly herbivores, trying to find a safe place to bed down for the dawn to avoid crepuscular predators, but a daeodon did wander into range from the east, drawing my undivided attention as it moseyed around a few tree trunks, scratching the bark with its tusks before moving north.

It wasn’t until my scalp started itching that I realized that I was still covered in blood and gore. The itching was the system’s healing from rest finally kicking on, closing the wounds. After enduring it for a few seconds, I couldn’t stop myself and started scratching. The scabs from my natural healing came away, revealing unnaturally new skin underneath. I was already growing back my thick black hair on the new scalp, unnaturally fast.

The system was so weird about healing. The thing I missed most about civilization was obviously the internet, but not for the same reasons as most people. I could live without my webcomics and social media. But there was so much weirdness around the system, I really needed a GameFAQs forum post full of nerds arguing about how these mechanics worked.

As I rested, my hair grew back in to the same length as the rest of it—just long enough to start getting in my eyes—and then stopped abruptly. The other wounds on my arms and chest healed in much the same way.

After about an hour there was not even the hint of a scar from them. The only scars or marks that remained were the ones I’d earned before the system arrived. Everything else was gone as if it had never existed.

But how? Why? What were the qualifications I needed to meet to trigger a resting heal? When I restored my hit points with Second Wind, or with my natural healing, I wasn’t made whole and unmarked like this.

And my previous scars were still around, but other parts of me had been healed. My asthma was gone. I no longer needed glasses, and my vision had continued to sharpen as time went on. But the crescent-shaped scar across the palm of my hand was still there. The faint surgical scar above my hip was the exact same length and depth as when I got it. Those hadn’t gone anywhere.

It was a mystery. And it was a mystery that I might never solve, since I was bereft of internet videogame nerds.

Time passed.

I was slightly concerned at how comfortable I was to be covered in blood and wounds for so long.

There was a time in the early days of the apocalypse where I felt filthy if I had a little spatter of dried blood on one arm. I was practically coated in it now and just didn’t care.

Necessity had finally won out. I’d adapted to the new world.

Despite my inability to fall asleep, resting did me good. The light didn’t change perceptibly at dawn, but the wildlife around me could tell. Animals in the treetops that were active began to settle down. Those that had been settled vanished from my notice as they engaged their stealth skill to go for their morning hunts.

There had not been any sign of humans nearby—even after activating Beast Hunter to expand my senses’ range—and that was a good sign. I was far enough from Jamestown that nobody was ranging far enough this way tonight. Either James had moved on to the mandrill town, or anyone hunting for me had gone the wrong direction. Regardless, I would be out of reach forever soon; after a full day’s travel, nobody would be able to catch up to me so long as I kept moving.

To that end, I roused Noaich, dished out the two of us some of the smoked fish for breakfast, and got moving.

The fish was a nice start, but I was going to have to think about hunting soon. The case wasn’t bottomless, after all. Eventually our appetites would empty it. Sure, it could last a couple of days, but the sooner we began to supply ourselves with food, the longer we could make it last.

I angled our heading southeast. Hopefully, it would lead us wide of the megantereon colony, but there was another need that wasn’t optional. If I had to fight off another lunatic cat monster, that was a small price to pay for survival.

My geography wasn’t good enough to know what the creek was called. It ran by Jamestown only a forty-minute walk south of them, and every week an expedition would ferry loads of crudely made barrels back and forth to keep the town supplied.

I made it to the water without facing any threats. Sure, I could sense another daeodon to the east, carving up a fallen log and feasting on grubs, but it was more than far enough away for us to go unnoticed.

The creek was just shy of what I would call a river. Down where Jamestown drew their water from it, it was just over five feet wide, and about two feet deep, moving at a lazy enough pace that nobody could be carried away by it. Even that far from the mountains, it was usually still ice-cold from the snowmelt that fed it. Typically someone with a solid constitution stat would just stand in the water and be handed buckets, filling them and passing them back.

The creek was very different here.

About two feet narrower, the water ran much faster here, carving a deeper bed through the forest floor. My detection skill identified small shellfish living in the creek bed. I thought about the idea of diving down for them, but as I dipped my hands into the water to splash my face, I reconsidered. It was incredibly cold, and I wasn’t hungry enough yet to freeze for it.

I could see my reflection faintly in the water. It was still early enough in the morning to be pretty dark, but my sharp senses resolved the faint shape in the rushing water into myself. Even these few months since the apocalypse had changed me significantly. The formerly doughy shape of my face had been starved out of me, leaving sharp cheekbones and a well-defined chin on what had once been a very round and nonthreatening face. My close-cropped black hair had become a shaggy mop, soon to be demanding attention.

And my other features had hardened as well.

I had always been muscular—the physical demands of my job had kept me fit—but my muscles had been covered in a layer of fat from my habit of stress-snacking. Now I was still just as thickly built, but it could no longer be mistaken for just being a big guy. I was visibly powerful. Though some amount of the change might be attributed to my increased physical stats instead of the constant struggle to stay fed.

As much as I might wish for a mirror for a better look at myself—and perhaps for a better chance at carving away my persistent stubble—that would still be low on my list of wishes if I could access a proper bathroom. I would kill almost every soul in Jamestown if the atrocity would give me access to a hot shower. All I could really do now is splash my face and hair with cold water and claw at the coagulated blood and gore to let it drift away.

Once I was a little cleaner, I dipped my cupped hands in again to take a sip. A nice cold drink of water refreshed me. The fatigue of missing proper sleep didn’t completely go away, but I felt ten times better immediately. As soon as I could, I plunged my hands back into the water to scoop up another gulp. Beside me, Noaich tipped his snout into the water and drank just as greedily.

I was starting to get used to my detection ability, and so I was aware of it when the nearby daeodon finished feasting on grubs. It started moving towards the water, looking to slake its thirst as well. It wasn’t coming towards us, so I ignored it. It was probably the most dangerous thing I was likely to encounter in the woods here, but I could outrange its detection radius enough to steer clear of them even before the upgrade from Beast Hunter. I was pretty sure I could outmaneuver this one without trouble.

As I took another drink of water, the daeodon stopped moving towards the creek. It froze, stock-still for a long second. It didn’t stay still for long, turning sharply and starting away from the creek.

First at a trot, and then gaining speed.

By the time it left my detection radius it was at a full gallop—a terrifying pace for the creature to set, given how destructive I knew it to be.

What was even more terrifying was the idea that something had set it off.

Something was coming this way.

Something frightening enough to drive a daeodon to flee instead of fight.


Chapter 21
Close Encounter


Whatever was coming had to be close. My options were limited, even though I was forewarned. If I could run faster than a daeodon, I wouldn’t be afraid of running into one, so if I tried to flee ahead of whatever it was, I was definitely the slowest prey for it to chase. I could try to climb a tree to get out of reach, but without seeing it, there was no telling how successful that would be. What if the attacker was in the treetops? I would just be serving myself up to it. Not to mention that I didn’t know if Noaich would have an easy time climbing up with me.

There was only one option left.

“Quick!” I hissed at Noaich. “Hide!”

Activating Hide In Plain Sight, I darted towards the nearest tree trunk with Noaich close behind as the stealth ability passed to him as well. Pressing my back to it, I hoped that my stealth skill would be enough to keep me safe from whatever it was.

It was nearly two full minutes before something appeared in my detection radius.

It felt like two hours, anxiously waiting to see if death appeared on top of me, its stealth skill defeating my detection skill, even though it had failed to ambush the daeodon.

It wasn’t anything like what I expected.

My first thought was that it was a human.

I immediately discarded the idea.

Daeodons don’t run from people.

The longer it was in my radius, the more inhuman it became to my senses. It was bipedal, with two arms, one head, all of the usual anatomy for a human. But it was much larger than anyone I’d ever met, especially its bulbous head. It wasn’t bulky enough in the body to be a mandrill, though. The proportion of the limbs and head was closer to human—but not quite right—even if the height was obviously not.

Even from this distance, my enhanced senses gave me a few extra details. I could hear the susurrus sound of cloth garments covering the figure from head to toe. There was a vaguely swampy smell emanating from it. An earthy smell with undertones of rot. It made me expect to sense horns on its head, or a spade-tipped tail.

But no such features presented themselves.

The shrouded swamp person wasn’t moving at a tremendous pace. It simply plodded through the forest with heavy footfalls, uncaring for what might have heard it coming. As it passed, I grew more and more afraid of it. With every second that passed, the mystery of the creature only deepened.

What was it?

Most of the creatures I had encountered since the system-generated apocalypse had been either a giant beast, a swarm of smaller beasts, or a mandrill. This thing appeared to fit none of those familiar options. Were there other civilized primates that I simply hadn’t encountered? Or was this a swarm of smaller beasts that united into a vague impression of a humanoid? Some kind of ambulatory slime monster?

Or could it be an alien?

First contact informing us of the oncoming apocalypse had been a big deal, so I knew that there was supposed to be some kind of space law barring any invaders or visitors from coming down here. Without a global communication network, though, I couldn’t be sure if that had been upheld.

After tromping through my detection radius for a few moments, the strange creature stopped about where the daeodon had sensed it. Kneeling down, it did something in the dirt there. I couldn’t tell what. My detection radius let me “see” the creature from this great distance, with all these trees and crap between us, but I wasn’t actually looking at it. Some details were beyond my capacity to gather.

It stood up, taking a long and plodding step towards the direction the daeodon had gone, and then stopped.

And then its head turned towards me.

Even though I was so far away, I found myself holding my breath. Beside me, Noaich sensed my anxiety and tensed as well. Obviously, there was no way that it could tell I was here. It might have been looking for something else. Responding to a sound or other cue that I couldn’t hear from here. It was too far away. My detection radius was insanely large. There was no way its could be larger.

And yet it stared.

For a very long time.

I was afraid to move. I could hold my breath for a very long time, but even I had limits.

The creature was alone. It couldn’t be another Beastmaster.

But without a comprehensive guide to classes and subclasses, there was no way of knowing if any other class gave this kind of detection radius. Then again, without a comprehensive guide to the system, I didn’t know how detection radii worked for monsters, either.

The creature took another step.

It was still looking at me, but it continued its path toward the direction the daeodon had fled. The way its head moved to track me as it passed made it very clear that it was indeed looking at me. But it either didn’t think I was worth the trouble of fighting, or that there was less meat on us than it would get from the pig monster instead.

It moved on and left us be.

But just before it left my detection radius—apparently I could still outrange it—it turned its head away from us. The margin was not very large.

I blew out a long and slow breath of relief before it left my range.

“Not sure what that was,” I muttered, “but I hope I always have such a clear hint at its approach before I see it again.”

What? Noaich asked.

I took a careful look around before dropping stealth. There were no other threats that I could sense, so I returned to the bank of the creek, dipping my hands in for another gulp of water.

“I don’t know,” I said at last. “But I want to be hydrated if I see it again, because I was about to piss myself.”

The reptile was amused by that, but concerned for what that might mean for him as he took another sip of water, too.

“Don’t worry,” I said, “I promised I’d protect you, right? Sometimes protection involves avoiding threats instead of fighting them straight-up.” I straightened up and wiped my hands on my vest. “Take note of that. It’s an important thing to know. If you avoided a fight you didn’t want, you won it.”

Noaich seemed unconvinced, but didn’t protest further.

The smartest move was to keep traveling up the creek. Keeping close to fresh water would be very important in the days ahead, and if desperation won out over comfort, the shellfish in the creek bed might be useful to supplement our diets.

But there was one thing I wanted to investigate first.

In fact, I wanted it so badly that the system responded to my curiosity.

Nature of the Beast (Challenge)
You have seen a mysterious biped haunting the region east of DawnSilence. Discover its identity and either slay, befriend, or escape it!

“Well that changes things,” I said, angling our path slightly north from the creek’s route, towards the place where the creature had touched the dirt. “Now it’s not a fight I didn’t want. Let’s go.”


Chapter 22
Stalking Shenanigans


It took a minute to get to the spot where the swamp creature had stopped. My heightened senses transformed disorganized scuffs in the thin forest detritus into a map. I could smell which scuffs were new and which were old, and my sharp vision clearly outlined what marks belonged to who.

The daeodon had left a plume of dust kicked up when it started to flee. That made it trivial to find the exact spot I wanted. The heavy stomping footfalls of the swampy creature were clear as well, and I could tell where it had knelt down to touch the ground.

There was a mark there, as if drawn in the thin dirt with a finger. A squarish shape. Perhaps a rune? Obviously, as a Marauder—and now a Beastmaster—I didn’t interact directly with magic a lot. Rebecca had been some flavor of mage, but she was more of a sorcerous artillery piece than a methodical wizard.

I didn’t touch the rune.

Despite all evidence to the contrary, I’m not an idiot.

As such, I didn’t really learn anything. It told me that the swamp man was intelligent, but I’d already intuited that from its behavior. I was unclear where to go from here now.

The only real option was to track the thing down. That could be a problem, though. We needed food, and following in the wake of something scary enough to spook a daeodon wasn’t a good way to find prey. I could try to follow parallel to the trail, using my detection radius to hunt well beyond where prey would have sensed the swamp creature, but that would have been reliant on my detection radius to keep track of the trail, which I wasn’t too confident in.

As powerful as the detection radius mechanic was, it was only really good at tracking living things. It filled in a lot of blanks for me about my surroundings, but fine details were easy to miss in the forest, where sightlines were sharply limited.

“I guess it wouldn’t be a challenge if it were easy,” I grumbled.

Even if getting more direct answers would be difficult, following the swamp person’s tracks directly was easy. Its heavy plodding steps left easy tracks, and its slow pace meant that I didn’t have to go that fast at all. It wasn’t pulling ahead as long as I was moving.

Of course, I pulled up short and stopped when I found the remains of the daeodon.

This was not a particularly large example of the species. Only about seven feet tall at the shoulder and nine feet long from nose to tail. A bit smaller than average, actually. Its foot-long snout was full of a mix of blunt molars in the back, a forest of sharp canine teeth at the front, and a couple of intermediary bicuspids in the middle. I’d seen this snout rip through thick roots, obliterate downed tree trunks, and dismantle a corpse, each of the three tasks being set to with both brutal efficiency and efficient brutality.

There wasn’t much else to say about the remains, seeing as they’d been given a similar treatment to what daeodon were known for themselves.

The normally thick and hairy hide was shredded. Muscular, hooved legs were shattered.

Its angry yellow eyes had been torn from their sockets.

No amount of detection skill could discern in which order the attacks had come.

Its rib cage had been ripped open in what had either been the killing blow, or posthumous desecration to allow its attacker access to the organs within—most of which were missing. Its skull was cracked open, leaving the bloody cavity there empty as well.

I cursed my sharpened senses as the stink of gore and excrement was not blunted by the adrenaline rush of battle.

Cleaned out, Noaich said, sniffing at the remains. No good meat left.

At his prompting, I took a second look. This hadn’t just been the brutal killing of a monster. This had indeed been for sustenance. There was not a bite of good flesh left on the corpse. Not just that, but there were no other drops. No piece of gear or crafting materials.

All that was left behind was an obliterated corpse, a pool of blood, and a handful of red footprints on the forest floor leading away from it.

The faint smell of mud and rotting wood left no questions: the swamp person had done this.

Whatever that thing was, it was dangerous.

But at the same time… it hadn’t just taken the meat. The daeodon had likely dropped some scrap of hide or clump of fur or something for crafting, and maybe even a random piece of gear.

The swamp person had taken that stuff with it.

“Okay, we learned something here, I think,” I said. Despite myself, I picked my way around the splattered mess that had once been a monster, trying to get moving again quickly to get away from the smell. “But I’m afraid it’s the same thing as the last time. This thing is no mere monster. It’s smart, it has some kind of powers, and it takes materials besides just food.” I scratched my chin as I thought about it with Noaich close behind me. “The pieces should be coming together, but all I’m getting is more puzzle.”

Following the trail grew easier and easier as the morning went on. The rising sun began to light the forest, turning the faint signs of the monster’s passage into a well-lit highway.

I could have followed it with my eyes closed, anyway. My detection radius showed me how the forest responded to its passage. Small creatures were holed up deep in their burrows, or still crawling their way up trees far out of reach.

There were no larger creatures nearby.

My detection radius picked up a few creatures on the outer edge of my senses, but they were tense and wary, clearly having either sensed the passage of the swamp person, or having detected the uneasiness of other creatures who had. The only way I saw anything behaving naturally was by pulling up short for a few seconds to activate the expanded form of Beast Hunter, which allowed me to detect things from so far away that they hadn’t been able to notice the swamp thing.

Even so, I shuddered when I got close enough for the creature to be back inside my expanded detection radius, and approached slowly and carefully until it was back inside the reach of my normal range.

My ability to detect it outranged its ability to detect me, so I slowed our pace to match its plodding gait as soon as I sensed it slowly weaving between the trees. I could easily keep up, and maintaining this distance meant that I could stay out of its sight while following.

But what was my plan here?

Somehow, I thought that finding it again was going to give me enough of an answer to complete the quest and get the experience point payout. But I’d seen it like this before and not gained a full understanding, and I gained no new information this time, except the stink of daeodon blood on it.

“So we have two options here,” I said to Noaich as we walked. “I can be smart, and we can patiently tail this thing for as long as it takes to learn something safely. Or I can be stupid and go confront it and definitely learn something really fast, but maybe get ripped open.”

Two options? Noaich was obviously confused by the way I’d framed them. Sounds like only one, if other is stupid.

“Yeah, but I’ve never been good at being smart,” I grumbled. “And I’ve always been very good at being stupid. Just figure I ought to play to my strengths, right?”

Noaich growled low in his throat. He was not a fan of that idea, and he wasn’t being shy about letting me know.

Need each other, Noaich said. Need each other alive.

I grimaced.

That was a good point.

I’d lived a lot of my time in the apocalypse riding the bleeding edge of survivorship bias. But now not only was someone else reliant on me, they were reliant on me directly. I could have given my life for Jamestown—for a moment yesterday, I’d thought I had—but I wasn’t sure what my death would mean for Noaich now. At best, he would revert back to his previous form. At worst? As a part of my class features, he might just die outright if anything happened to me.

“Alright, you’ve got me there, I guess,” I said at last. “If we’re playing the long game, though, we’ll need some supplies. Stay on the trail here and don’t move, so I can find my way back. We’ll catch back up to it once I’ve secured some food.”


Chapter 23
Wizards Don’t Need Vegetables


It felt a little like old times to walk away from Noaich on my own. I felt the way I moved change as soon as there was a wall of trees separating us. A caution came to my steps as I focused on moving quickly and quietly.

I quickly realized that I should have been acting with this kind of caution the whole time. Noaich was just an extension of my own power; his presence didn’t mean I was safe. The woods could be dangerous to the unwary, and while my luck had carried me pretty well so far, it wasn’t going to last forever.

Setting a speedy pace, I headed back to the creek. It took me a minute to get my courage up to jump into the water, and as soon as I hit the water, I felt like I wasn’t ready at all.

Calling the water “cold” had seemed accurate when it was on my hands and face, but certain other parts of my anatomy insisted that the description was a gross understatement.

Regardless, I couldn’t hesitate. As soon as my feet hit the creek bed, my detection skill told me that the small crustaceans in the water were fleeing from the strange new predator among them. The need to hurry meant that there was no time to acclimate to the water further.

I dove face-first under the surface and started grabbing at anything that moved.

Most of what I found could be roughly called a crayfish. Careful, precise motions were required to snatch them from the lakebed without getting pinched by their tiny claws.

Naturally, that meant that I got pinched a lot.

I found myself wishing for a trap to catch them instead of using my bare hands, but I had neither the resources to craft such a thing, nor the time to let one do its work. It meant that I only ended up with about a dozen of the little guys before I was at risk of losing my grip on the whole batch to snatch greedily at another.

Getting out of the creek was harder than getting in. Not only did I have to clamber up out of the fast-moving water, but my hands were full of terrified shellfish, so I had to rely on my athletics skill to muscle up out of the water without the use of my hands. It took a lot of patience, but I managed. The crayfish all fit easily into a woven-reed satchel on my hip once I was out of the water, which raised the question of why I hadn’t just tucked them into my pouch before trying to climb out of the water.

“Maybe I need to start investing in my INT and WIS stats,” I grumbled to myself as I set about the next task.

With a little bit of meat secured—and squirming angrily—I needed a little bit of vegetation to supplement the meal. The first few days of the apocalypse had given me the Green Teeth achievement, which made it much easier to identify edible plants.

The lack of foliage in the old-growth forest would have made it a challenge if I wasn’t near this creek. A bit of greenery grew here and there, and I saw something that my survival skill told me I could eat safely.

It was a greenish plant struggling to grow on the creek side, with huge green leaves nearly the size of both my splayed hands. The stunted size of the plant told me that the enormous foliage was struggling to catch enough sunlight down here to keep the plant alive. It was doing well enough to reproduce, though, as there was a small cluster of red berries forming on the top of the central stalk.

I almost grabbed at the berries, but my alchemy skill kicked in, telling me that they contained a powerful antiseptic. Properly mashed and diluted, they could make cleaning solutions, but if eaten right off the plant, they could be deadly to human digestion.

The part that my survival skill wanted me to gather was the roots, which were edible when fully cooked.

Despite the stunted stalk and few leaves, the roots were thick and deep. While that was good news for my dinner, it was annoying to dig it out bare-handed. Still, I couldn’t complain once I was holding three pounds of edible root. I used one of my hand axes to trim off the rest of the plant—though I kept the berries as well—before tucking it into my belt beside the squirming pouch of crayfish.

I wanted more. I wanted to venture far enough away from the swamp creature’s wake to find a real monster to hunt to get some proper red meat. But time was wasting. The farther I let the swamp creature wander, the higher the chance that I could miss its tell that might complete my challenge quest. Even skipping that to rush back, it was late morning when I got back to Noaich.

“What do you eat, anyway?” I asked as I immediately picked up where I’d left off, following the trail at speed to try and catch up to the swamp creature. “I hope shellfish are alright.”

Meat, Noaich said, conveying the message clearly with a gesture to his sharp teeth. Any meat.

“And only meat?” I asked. “No vegetables for you?”

No, Noaich said firmly.

“We’ll have to discuss that later,” I drawled slowly. “Because if you want to be a big scary wizard, you’re going to have to eat some veggies.”

No, Noaich repeated. Wizards don’t need vegetables.

“The system says otherwise,” I said. Mentally, I pulled up Noaich’s character information. “You have to eat a pepper steak if you want to develop magical powers. Peppers are a vegetable.”

Noaich fell silent for a while. I wasn’t sure if he was pouting or if he was trying to reconcile this new information with his carnivorous worldview. While he thought about it, the sluggish swamp person re-entered my detection radius and I slowed our pace down to avoid blundering close enough for it to sense us in return.

Maybe sometimes vegetables, Noaich said at last. Power is worth vegetables.

“Wise words,” I agreed.

After about thirty more minutes of tailing it, the swamp creature returned to something approximating a den.

Finding its home filled me with much more confusion than anything else I could have found.

It was living in a little wooden hut.

From here, the inanimate structure was only a vague sense under my detection, but it was a small two-room log cabin. It stank of must and fungus, having been built out of downed and rotting trees. I could sense grubs wriggling through the wood, consuming it, and I wondered how long the structure would stand for.

The swamp person—and it was now definitely a person—shrugged off their ghillie-like shroud as they entered. After that, they removed some kind of headdress that they were wearing beneath it, reducing their head to a slightly more believable size, and then stretched their neck for a second before they set about their tasks with the easy familiarity of routine.

They stowed the daeodon meat in a pit dug into the dirt floor, wrapped in thick leather where the earth would keep it cool. There was a crude clay pot of reeking water, and the daeodon hide went into the stinking water. A large stick was used to agitate the contents before it moved on, and I remembered one of Jenna’s side-projects back in Jamestown. She had been tanning hides for leatherworking before I’d even arrived in town. There was some specific achievement she’d earned that made her better at tanning than even the most devoted crafters, and so she’d taken guard duty so that she could keep close to produce her well-made materials for the others.

“What the hell is this guy?” I muttered to myself, leading Noaich towards a nearby tree. I suspected we would need to be here for a while to try to divine anything useful about this thing. “It built a cabin? Soaking hides? What’s going on here?”

Don’t know, Noaich offered, but maybe is mandrill? Something like mandrill?

I hadn’t expected Noaich to have an answer, but it was a reasonable guess.

“Good thinking,” I said quickly, offering my companion praise where it was deserved. “I’ve never seen a mandrill living alone, but it’s not out of the question to think that one might be a weird hermit out here. Or maybe some new type of primate entirely. Something we’ve never seen.”

Noaich puffed up with pride at the praise, but I was still focused on the creature. It was difficult to tell exactly what it was doing, but there were just enough hints for me to put together the details. It started a fire in the smaller second room in the cabin, and was cooking something. The smell was greasy and gross, but familiar enough to the process I’d just recognized that I placed it pretty quickly.

“Tanning solution,” I said quietly. “Hot water, fat, and daeodon brain. Mmm.”

The challenge quest hadn't been completed yet. That made sense. Even if Noaich’s guess was right, that wouldn’t give me a definitive answer. Otherwise I could just sit and speculate for hours until I blundered into the solution—only knowing it was right by the quest completion.

I needed evidence. I couldn’t just guess. I had to know.

“I hate waiting,” I grumbled.

I cast about the area and started to gather some sticks. There wasn’t much around here—the swamp person had likely been sweeping the area for its own firewood for a while now—but there was enough fuel to start cooking once I stripped a chunk of loose bark off the tree we’d hunched down beside.

I worried that starting a fire would alert the swamp creature to our presence, but I dismissed the concern as I started to set flint to steel to make some sparks. If the creature came for us, I would have plenty of forewarning, since I could practically see it from here. I’d have time to stomp the flames out and book it away in the time it would take the plodding creature to cover the distance.

The thing in the cabin didn’t change its behavior as I set about dealing with our lunch. I started with the crayfish. It was a challenge to cook them without any sort of utensil, but spearing them awkwardly through the body with a pointed stick four at a time and holding them over the fire let the meat roast in their own shells. It wasn’t a humane way to cook shellfish—or even particularly clean, with pieces of shell flaking off and falling into the fire—but as with the trap, modern niceties required modern tools. It wasn’t as if I could just pull a metal bucket of ice out of my ass to freeze them before cooking.

“I hope your stomach is as iron as mine,” I said to Noaich as I peeled the flesh out of the shell, carefully picking bits of shell and discarding any bit that looked like organs. “I’m pretty sure the RSPCA would have my head on a plate for feeding you this.”

Noaich didn’t know the RSPCA from a hill of beans, and likely would have a similar opinion of the two entities. He happily swallowed down the fire-roasted crawdad tail without bothering to chew. He ate eight of them before settling down and letting me have a couple myself. I let him get away with eating the lion’s share, since I was going to have more than enough roasted root to supplement my half of the meal.

As I roasted the root, my attention drifted to the swamp creature. It finished with its tanning solution and fetched a pair of soaked hides from the reeking water in the jug. For a while there, it scraped and soaked and squeezed and did all the things that needed to be done to make a soft and supple leather from the thick raw hides.

It wasn’t until the root was almost cooked through—sweating moisture as it roasted—that I realized.

The swamp creature was busily working on its hides, but its head was turned and facing directly towards us.


Chapter 24
Noaich Knows Best


The creature was making no attempt to approach, despite knowing exactly where I was.

I suspected that it wouldn’t until it was done with its work, but that was a small comfort. It shouldn’t have been able to see us.

Had I been within its detection radius the whole time?

Had it sensed me following and decided to ignore me until now?

And why hadn’t I felt the creeping sensation of its detection skill pinpointing my position?

I tried to remain calm. To control myself before I did something rash. I didn’t have to be facing it to sense its motions, so I pretended to be focused on the roasting root.

My brain buzzed with anxiety, regardless of reality. I hadn’t seen the creature move fast enough for me to be afraid of its sudden approach, but that didn’t mean that there wasn’t a trick remaining up its sleeve. It had caught up to the daeodon somehow, after all.

But beyond that, if the wooden house was any indication, the creature might be civilized.

Perhaps it could agree to live and let live, so long as I left it alone.

The root finished cooking and I started to gnaw at it. The roasting had softened the root significantly, though the lack of seasoning hadn’t done much for the flavor. It was earthy and starchy and not much else. But I knew the carbs would keep me going for a while before the next meal.

I cut off a few small slices for Noaich, who gulped them down with a very obvious sense of duty rather than any real interest.

Throughout the meal, I kept the bulk of my attention on the creature in the hut. It eventually finished soaking and wringing the hides, and moved on to stretching them onto a wooden frame. For a few of these tasks it looked away from us, but for most of the time it was working, it was watching.

“I’ve gotta do something about this,” I said at last. “Noaich, stay here, I need to check something.”

I stood up from the small fire and started to walk away from it, moving to keep the creature in my detection radius, but not moving any closer to it. Contrary to my expectation, its face stayed locked onto where I had been instead of following me. It was still staring towards Noaich, warming himself by the guttering flames.

“All right,” I said, tapping my chin. “Noaich, come here to me.”

The reptile stood up and moved at a brief trot to obey the command. Once more, the creature’s focus didn’t shift. It was still looking at where we had been eating.

“Okay, last test,” I said, scooting back towards the fire.

My woven reed sandals were not exactly the best tools for the task, but I put out the fire. I kicked dirt and forest floor detritus over it to smother the flames and then stomped on it a few quick times to make sure everything was completely out to avoid it springing back to life when I turned my back.

I couldn’t tell anything about the swamp person’s expression from here, but the way it moved told me that it noticed the change. It started casting about, moving towards the near wall of its hut and turning its head in a slow arc, as if searching.

“It didn’t sense us this time,” I observed, “but it did sense the fire.”

I started to put together a few details. My expanded detection radius had come with an increase to all my senses. If this creature was a person with a class and/or subclass, perhaps it had only had an increase to one of its senses to expand its detection abilities. Perhaps the smell of smoke had drawn its attention, though it couldn’t hear or see my movements the way I could sense it in turn.

“Alright, buddy,” I said, stepping away from where the fire had been and returning to Noaich’s side. I started to lead him along, continuing the arc north around the creature’s hut. “I feel like I learned some valuable information, but I don’t know how the hell to use it to resolve this quest.”

Don’t do something stupid, Noaich warned, even as he fell in beside me. Need to stay alive.

“I know, I know,” I grumbled. “But it’s just as stupid—if not worse—to just stand around here and do nothing. What’s gonna happen when we go to sleep? That thing might just stomp up on us and tear us apart like that daeodon.” I gestured around the forest, which was unnaturally quiet. “And all the wildlife seems to know this is a no-go zone, so how are we gonna eat while we wait for a chance to figure out what it is?”

Can just ignore, Noaich grumbled. Move on.

I grimaced.

Young as the critter was, he seemed to be smarter than me. Perhaps there was something to the INT and WIS stats.

I’d never considered the idea of abandoning the challenge altogether. It wasn’t a life-or-death matter. All that was at stake was experience points, and I’d gain the same amount with a week of hunting for food.

“You’re right,” I said at last. Instead of arcing around to the east to maintain the distance to the creature’s hut. I’d stayed so close to the edge that it left my detection radius before I’d even finished talking. “We can just move on. Considering how far that thing ranges for food and supplies, maybe we’ll get a better chance later.”

Maybe not, Noaich pointed out. And that’s fine. Can just be smart instead of being stupid.

I snorted a laugh at that. “Doesn’t sound like something I’d do,” I said, “but you’re making a strong case for me being the sidekick here.”

Picking up the pace put some serious distance between us and the creature, in comparison to its plodding gait. I didn’t doubt that it was going to investigate the fire sooner or later, so I didn’t want us moving so fast as to become sloppy. As evidenced by my ability to follow its tracks with ease, distance didn’t mean anything if I left a trail of signposts for it to follow behind us.

I also focused on moving more carefully in general. I hated the idea of getting jumped by another megantereon. Or worse, two of them at the same time. The monsters were vicious, and it would just take one unlucky move on my part to get ripped to shreds.

Noaich seemed happy to have been the voice of reason, and I let him enjoy the victory. The last thing I wanted was to stop him from voicing his input if he was going to keep indirectly saving my life with it.

Even as I regretted leaving the challenge unfinished, I couldn’t stop thinking about the eviscerated daeodon.

I couldn’t stop thinking about my skin being soaked and tanned in a solution made from my own brain.

“First rule of survival,” I said sagely to Noaich, “the farther out you can plan, the better you’re doing.” I tapped the wooden case, which held the smoked fish. “Between this, the gamey meat from the megantereon, and whatever else we can scoop on the walk, we’re probably good until tomorrow morning on food. So we just have to make sure we survive everything else until then. That means shelter and safety.”

Fire? Noaich asked.

“Right,” I confirmed. “That’ll give us some protection and let us cook our food. Not a perfect solution to everything, but it’s enough for what we’re dealing with right now. So, what do we need for that?”

Wood? Noaich asked.

“Good,” I said with a smile. “Fuel and tinder. And out here, wood is the most plentiful source.” I gestured at the woods ahead. “So let’s start looking and survive until tomorrow.”


Chapter 25
Going Up


The swamp person apparently covered a wide range in its hunting and gathering trips, and so there was little to be had in the way of firewood or wildlife for over an hour hike north of the creature’s cabin.

We did stop when we found signs of where the creature acquired the logs for its house, though. A rotted stump sticking sideways out of the ground—with a trio of saplings racing towards the sun growing out of it—was next to a long depression in the forest floor. I couldn’t see any sign of how the creature had dismantled and transported the downed tree, but that didn’t mean anything. With the progression of rot on the logs, it might have dragged them from this spot months ago, or even years, if it was a pre-existing entity from before the apocalypse.

There were some usable chunks of thick bark for tonight’s fire, though, even if all the remaining wood was too rotted to burn.

I checked the other plants growing from the stump and didn’t find anything useful. There were some creeping vines enjoying the break in the forest canopy that I quickly identified.

Lysimachia Tapinella
Reagent
Reagent Properties: Magic point recovery. Requires grinding.

As a Beastmaster, I didn’t have a use for this stuff. My abilities didn’t use mana—or as the system insisted on calling it, magic points—and so after identifying it I moved on without collecting any.

Wait, Noaich grunted, nosing at the vine. Why did you touch this one?

“Alchemy bullshit,” I said, “don’t worry about it, it’s not useful to us.”

Look here, the reptile insisted. Look at this.

I knelt back down at the stump and poked at where he’d indicated, pushing some leaves out of the way. Right where Noaich had indicated, the vine was cleanly cut. More than that, there were other places along the vine where there were scars from past cuts, where newer growth had come after a cut. The latest cut had healed over, and fresh green growth was starting to branch off of the cut, but it was maybe a week or so old, if not less.

“Do you think—” I started to ask before I stopped and started to use my own skills to evaluate further.

Trying to use my detection skill to investigate was hit or miss here. I thought that the swamp monster’s earthy rot smell was pretty unique, but this whole stump smelled like wood rotting down to dirt. I thought for a moment that my heightened sense of smell wasn’t telling me anything until I realized the critical missing factor.

“The swamp person smells like this stump,” I confirmed for myself. “But there’s no other smell. Nothing at all. That creature was the only thing that’s been here. It harvested this vine and harvested it again and again. And recently, too.”

It’s alchemy bullshit, Noaich expressed with a low rumble. But not useful to us?

“But useful to it,” I said, completing the conclusion. “These are an ingredient for mana recovery. It’s a spellcaster.”

Human? Noaich asked.

I wanted to say no. It couldn’t be. But still I bit my tongue at the immediate refusal. I simply didn’t want to believe that something that was that spooky could be a person. Something that scared daeodon and then soloed them with ease? Something that had cleared a whole swath of forest for its own domain all by itself? I didn’t believe that a human could become that strong after so little time with the system.

I didn’t believe that another human could be that much stronger than me.

That was the core of it. I was struggling to believe that I could fall so far behind someone else. But it made sense. I’d devoted so much time to helping the people of Jamestown. As founder, James had the ability to generate quests somehow, but it didn’t compare to how much experience could be gained from challenges. Not to mention how much fewer monster kills I was getting by being holed up behind the settlement’s bramble wall.

“Okay, there’s maybe a case to be made,” I said at last. “I want the record to reflect that I don’t think it’s likely. That thing was too tall for a human, and the way it walked was not normal for a person.” I tapped the vines once more before standing up. “But this isn’t evidence enough to say one way or the other. It’s just the same as seeing it making leather. It confirms that it’s not a monster, but something with stats and skills.”

And spellcaster, Noaich pointed out.

“Yes, thank you, buddy,” I said. “Even though that doesn’t reveal what the thing is, it’s a really good warning about how dangerous it could be if it comes to a fight.”

Spellcasters dangerous? Noaich said, its toothy maw conveying the approximation of a grin. I want.

“Don’t worry,” I reassured him. “You’ll grow up to be a big spooky wizard someday. Hopefully sooner rather than later, if this is the kind of thing we’ll be dealing with outside of Jamestown.” I gestured for us to get moving. “But we also know that it senses fire at a greater distance than it senses anything else. The farther we get before it’s time to make camp, the safer we’ll be. The fire isn’t optional, after all, since I need to cook.”

More meat? Noaich asked.

“We have a little bit,” I confirmed. “But I’d like to supplement it with something besides more meat. Did your parents ever bring you vegetables? Maybe fruits?”

Never vegetables, Noaich said, clearly lying. But fruits good! Fruits very good.

“Alright,” I said as we continued north. “Anything in particular? Something you would recognize?”

Tree fruit, Noaich replied eagerly, clearly excited. Tree fruit from vine.

“That’s not as helpful as you think it is,” I pointed out. “From where? If I wanted to find something like that for you, where would I look?”

Noaich struggled for a moment before sitting down. The way his back and shoulders worked, he couldn’t look up at a very sharp angle, which meant his usual manner of gesturing couldn’t indicate anything higher up than my shoulder. By sitting down—kind of like a dog—he could access a much wider angle upwards.

And he pointed straight up.

“Right,” I said, looking up at the forest canopy. “Of course, how silly of me.”

It made sense, though. Noaich’s mother had run along the forest canopy with ease. She could clearly gather whatever she wanted from up there. Maybe it would be worth the attempt, if we got outside the range of the swamp person’s hunting grounds.

“Wait,” I said carefully. “That gangly stompy thing couldn’t climb a tree even if it wanted to, right?”

It was a guess. And probably not a great one.

But…

It felt right.

“If there’s anything to be had in this region in terms of resources, it’ll be up there,” I said. “I’m a Beastmaster now, right? Maybe I shouldn’t be crawling around down here like normal people. Maybe it’s time for me to take a brachiating walk on the wild side.”

Noaich looked at me, confused, but interested in my excitement.

“Can you climb?” I asked him, stepping up to the nearest tree trunk. I know he didn’t have any climb skill, but maybe it was an instinctual thing.

Don’t know, Noaich admitted. How do we tell?

I had to admit, I didn’t have a good idea of how without just trying. I didn’t have a good idea of anything that I hadn’t learned through trial and error. Despite my desire to show my companion patience and calm, I felt a surge of familiar frustration building again.

“The system sucks,” I found myself grumbling. “If we had generations worth of information to get us through this, maybe we’d have a chance, but we all got thrown off the deep end here. Six months ago, I was in a situation that every minute of my education and development prepared me for. Today, I’m in a world that actively wants to kill me at the slightest misstep and I don’t even know how to tell if your climb skill is cross-class if you don’t have a level in it. Or if you can gain a level in it at all! I’d settle for a bradygames guide at this point. That’s how desperate I am.”

Suspicious, Noaich observed.

“What is?” I asked.

Put you in this situation, right? Noaich said. But didn’t give you tools the survive. Necessary tools.

“What are you saying?” I asked, still not fully comprehending what Noaich meant.

What happened before the big change? he asked.

“There was a message that came in from deep space,” I explained, recalling the details. “Aliens told us that we were a TV show to them, and that we were being canceled. The system was coming back to the world. I don’t even think they said ‘good luck’ to us.” I scratched my head, trying to call up any further details. “A few hours later, everything went to shit. I barely had time to make a plan. And then that whole plan went off the rails when I was suddenly naked and screaming in the wilderness with the whole city’s population. Rampaging dinosaurs on one side and murderous monkeys on the other.”

I tried not to remember those first few hours.

So much blood.

So much death.

Should have said something, though, Noaich pressed. They knew the system. Could have told you something. Some guidance.

“They should have,” I agreed, “but they didn’t.”

So what went wrong? Noaich asked.

“Maybe nothing.” I shrugged. I found myself staring up at the forest canopy above us again. Beyond it was the sky. And beyond that… who knew? Perhaps the aliens who had denied us the precious knowledge we were discussing were floating above us, eating popcorn and watching us die down here. “Maybe this was all part of the plan. Let us get cleared out so they can pave the place over for a theme park.”

Then why even warn you at all? Noaich protested. Could have just dumped the system. No warning would have killed you all faster.

I grunted to acknowledge that. I had to keep in mind that despite his youth and impetuous attitude, Noaich was objectively smarter than me. What he was saying made sense, too. But there was no way to discern the truth. I knew that for a fact when—no matter how hard I focused on the problem—no challenge quest appeared to encourage me to seek the solution.

“You’re right,” I said at last, “but we’re earthbound. They’re up there in space. If I had to bet, I’d guess that we’ll never know what went wrong.” I shrugged and shook my head, dispelling the topic. “For now, though, we just have to keep up the trial-and-error method, and hope that our errors aren’t fatal. Let’s get climbing, buddy.”


Chapter 26
Interlude 1: What Went Wrong


Six months ago:

All the most important beginnings are built from an ending. Jyk’chn just wasn’t sure how to express that without deviating too far from the script he’d been handed.

It was difficult for him to believe the opportunity he’d been offered. The Flukords corporation was not known to reach out to fans. But after their acquisition of the Earth Project—and subsequently running it into the ground—the results had left their hands tied. They needed experts, and all of the actual experts on the Earth Project had been laid off or paid off for them to get here.

After 250 seasons of dominating the entertainment industry, the Earth Project had finally been canceled.

It was time to give Earth its ending.

As the ship approached signal range, the pale blue dot that had once housed all of Jyk’chn’s favorite characters grew larger on the viewscreen. Obviously, out the physical window it wouldn’t be visible to the naked eye. They couldn’t approach that close without entering the dead zone around the solar system that housed it. But that was the beauty that had made the Earth Project so mesmerizing.

“Are you prepared?” the engineer asked, even though she was still fiddling with the archaic transmitter.

The tiny claws of her lower arms were well-suited to the delicate work of ensuring the device survived the trip. It wasn’t an antique. No actual radio transmitters were still in use among civilized races. It—and the dozens like it in identical chambers throughout the ship—had needed to be constructed specially for this purpose.

“Remember, though,” she continued, “because this operates on electromagnetic waves, there will be a lengthy delay. The message will not reach Earth for… what do you nerds call them, hours?”

“Not that it matters,” Jyk’chn said, twitching his mandibles in irritation. “I’m not expecting a response, and even if there was one… it would be from the humans.”

The engineer snickered at that. She knew. The humans had been Flukords’s effort to revitalize the Earth Project’s slipping ratings, and the addition had turned the show’s ratings from a gentle decline into a nosedive in the last few hundred thousand years.

It was a huge hit to Flukords’s finances. They’d spent trillions on acquiring the Project, believing the price tag to be a steal thanks to the show’s forecasted continued decline, and now they were forced to shutter it entirely just over 200,000 years into its 250th season.

A colossal embarrassment.

And the humans had another disastrous effect. They were, by all interpretations of galactic law, an intelligent species.

The original idea had been solid; introducing a race of characters who would build a civilization would lead to new and exciting storylines, and the short-lived humans would mean that the rapid cast rotation would be similarly shaped organisms for a change. It was a dream come true for merchandising. The Flukords’s financiers could have made back their investment and more had it succeeded.

Obviously, it hadn’t. And now galactic law meant that Flukords had to notify the humans before shutting down the buffers that created the dead zone. Otherwise, the shutdown could be considered an act of interstellar genocide against an uncontacted race, with penalties ten times steeper than the financial hit they were already taking.

Hence the need to bring fans in on the Project’s ending. Nobody else spoke Earth languages at the needed level besides linguistics nerds who were invested in the fandom. The humans simply hadn’t been around long enough for the formal linguistics community to become interested in them, and since the humans had come up with it without outside interference, none of the show’s producers had developed more than a passing familiarity.

As a trained multilingual translator who was the next best thing to fluent, Jyk’chn had managed to command a pretty monstrous fee for his services as an English translator, as most of the Earth Project fans who could professionally translate Earth languages had a strange affection for the human era.

In protest, most of those fans had refused to take part in their destruction.

But that just meant that Jyk’chn could accept the job, make a disproportionately large sum as a freelance translator, and happily help Flukords fulfill the legal requirements. Anything to know that the humans were getting what they deserved.

Not to mention his other, more nefarious motivation.

The engineer made a series of satisfied clicking noises as she activated the device.

“Showtime,” she said, gesturing with her larger upper arms at the part of the device that Jyk’chn would need to speak into.

He wanted to chide her for speaking with the device active, but the humans would just hear her speech in their native tongue. The series of rhythmic clicks and hisses wouldn’t stand out terribly from the static.

Jyk’chn made a show of holding up the script.

There was a brief feeling of vertigo. Of being one small part of something so much larger. How many of his fellow fans—and co-conspirators—were in chambers just like this one around the ship? How many were readying themselves to speak in their own preferred human language into similar devices? Had some of them already started? Had some of them already finished? Or were all of them in sync right now, standing on the precipice of human extinction with script in hand, about to begin the transmission that would finally end their favorite show for good?

The feeling passed after barely a second.

It was, as the engineer said, showtime.

“People of Earth,” he began. Speaking in English was rough on his throat and thorax, requiring him to use parts of his body that were normally reserved for mating calls to generate the sharper syllables. “It is with a heavy heart that I inform you of the end of the Earth Project. After 250 seasons, the latest ratings slump has rendered us unable to continue. We apologize for any inconvenience this may cause.”

The script went on a tangent which was obviously some Flukords executive trying to shift the blame away from themselves, but none of that would matter for the humans. Jyk’chn skipped over it.

“In the coming hours, the buffers that have generated the dead zone around your solar system will be shut down,” he continued, picking back up a couple of paragraphs down. “This will cause the galactic system to assert itself over your world. There will be numerous side effects. Chief among them is that your world will be reverting to its state when the buffers were first activated, about a century before season one. Beings with ‘souls’ will survive the transition, and gain access to the system, but everything else will be instantly obliterated.”

He paused, unable to stop himself from going a little off-script. “I imagine this will settle a lot of your questions in short order once it happens.”

Jyk’chn had taken a long time deliberating on the use of the word “soul” here. Most civilized languages had words for the qualities of self-awareness, intelligence, and ambition that separated beings with beast classes from those with person classes in the system. In the absence of the system when their languages were being made, humans didn’t have such a word. Soul was just the only way to be sure that English-speakers knew why they were being spared.

It would also serve Jyk’chn’s purposes, and those that he and the other translators had secretly agreed on. Confirming the humans’ unearned feelings of self-importance and uniqueness would drive them to keep acting as they always had.

And if they kept that up, it might just lead to their extinction all the faster. The ultimate revenge the duplicitous translators all wanted for how the humans had ruined the show they had loved.

The next section of the script was the reason Jyk’chn and the others had wanted this job. It was what he and the other translators had agreed on. Flukords had included a small section about the current system meta for survival on uncivilized planets. It advised the humans to carefully select the right classes and stat allocations, and included a number of tips and tricks that civilized cultures had cultivated over their millions of years of development.

Jyk’chn glanced at the engineer as he flipped the page over without reading any of it.

He wasn’t sure if she worked for Flukords or if she was just another contractor, but it wasn’t like she spoke English to double-check his translation. She wouldn’t know if he was skipping sections of the script even if she wasn’t pointedly trying to ignore the vibrations in his thorax. In their culture, sustained use of such noises with a near-total stranger would be considered incredibly taboo. It served as more than enough distraction that his omissions would never be reported even if she worked directly for whoever had finalized the script.

The way his hearts skipped over a couple of beats recalled that sense of vertigo only a few moments ago. Elsewhere on the ship, the other translators would be skipping over their own versions of these very instructions. No one would be receiving these tips, even if the humans could stop being monsters to each other long enough to share cross-translations of the message.

“What you might call the Prime Directive will protect you from further galactic meddling. Earth is, after all, yours,” Jyk’chn said, managing not to sneer as he said it. “There will be no invasion, nor will there be any visitors, until such time as you develop technology strong enough to contact us under your own power.” Going off-script once more, Jyk’chn added: “or until your total extinction.”

The rest of the last page of the script was obviously penned by the idiots who had pushed the humans into development. It went on and on about the indomitable nature of the human spirit, and their ability to adapt to any challenge.

Even if Jyk’chn had been a fan of the humans, he couldn’t have brought himself to spew such sap at them. It was embarrassing enough that a non-human had written it, let alone that they expected him to read them this undisguised love letter.

“The world will be returned to what you call a primeval state,” Jyk’chn said at last, once he skimmed his way down to the end of the script, “where you will face unexpected challenges. The system will give you the strength to fight for your survival, but—”

He snapped his mouth shut, mandibles twitching in irritation.

He’d nearly blundered into an important detail that might help the humans survive. Jyk’chn had only barely caught himself before mentioning the biggest threat to their world.

It had been, after all, the reason why Earth had been selected millions of years ago. The inevitable doom incubating beneath the surface was the reason that an exception to galactic law had been made in order to begin the Earth Project. It hadn’t been the target of the makeshift translator cabal’s agreement—the others believed that withholding information about the system would be enough—but Jyk’chn was a little more pessimistic than most.

The advice probably would have fallen on deaf ears. Even with ample warning, forging friendships was not in the humans’ nature. Just the same, such precious information could cause some of them to take the problem seriously. Humans were sneaky and resourceful. Any clues to the source of their ultimate destruction were a dangerous thing to hand them.

“I leave you with what has become your race’s catch phrase among the stars,” Jyk’chn continued, trying to affect a more somber tone. “Originated by the number three best human to ever live, according to official fan polls. It is, I think, the only appropriate way to sign off: so long, and thanks for all the fish.”

He made a gesture, and the engineer flipped a switch on the device, ending the transmission.

“Glad that’s over,” he grumbled, rubbing his aching sides. Normal use of English among fans was usually very short, limited to nerdy greetings and catchphrases. At least the speech had been relatively brief, after all his cuts.

“I’m surprised you agreed to this,” the engineer remarked as she started to dismantle parts of the machine. The energy source, and a few other parts, required special storage before they could jump back to civilized space. “If no translator for Eng-Lish had signed up, the Earth Project might have been forced to continue.”

“They had enough other languages covered,” Jyk’chn said with a dismissive gesture, hoping that she wasn’t wise to the secret agreement among the translators. “They could have just had them go and then dealt with whatever fines the central government might issue for failing to meet galactic standards for population coverage. They only brought me in for English because I charged less than the fine would have been.” His mandibles twitched again, this time with undisguised amusement. “Besides, the show hasn’t been any good since season 90. Why would I care to preserve the humans’ world?”

“You cared enough to learn their language,” the engineer pointed out, hands paused over the power supply. “If you don’t care for them, why learn to understand them?”

“They have things called paleontologists,” he explained. “They were digging up what we suspected to be our favorite characters from past seasons. In a few thousand years, it was possible they would develop the technology to literally resurrect them. You know, for a season finale or something. I wanted to know what they were saying.” He shook his head sadly. “What hope we had.”

“And?” she asked, finally removing the power supply. “Was it worth it?”

“Absolutely not,” he snapped. Mandibles twitched in irritation at Flukords’s meddling. “Their methods and tools are so primitive even now. They couldn’t learn anything of substance, and even if they developed better in the next few thousand years, their so-called work in the first few decades destroyed most of what could have been. Instead of Flukords fudging things and giving us an excuse to go back to our reruns and buy new merch for the greats, they tried to keep us focused on the humans by letting them guess at a more boring version of events that erased our favorite moments in the show.”

“What a shame,” she said, packing the power supply into the shielded container that would protect it from the jump radiation. “Good thing they put those bits into the speech about what’s coming, then. If the records were incomplete and destroyed, they might not know what they’re in for when the system hits and wipes out their world to put it back how we found it.”

“Yeah,” Jyk’chn said, trying to control his mirth. “It was nice of us to tell them what was coming.”


Chapter 27
Climbing To New Heights


Noaich didn’t have any climb skill when we started. And it turned out that not having any skill meant that he could not get more than a few feet up the side of the tree before sliding back to the forest floor. At least he couldn’t get high enough that the fall would hurt him, because the undignified scramble on the way down didn’t look like fun already without a hard landing at the end.

“Alright bud,” I said after his second attempt. I slid back down twenty feet of the tree trunk much more gracefully than he had. “We can work with this.”

Noaich was displeased by my enthusiasm in the face of his failure, but was willing to listen.

“Skills work roughly how you would expect,” I began. I stopped briefly, scratching my head when I realized that didn’t make sense. “Or at least they work how you expect if you existed without the system. And played RPGs. Never mind. Forget I said that.”

Unclear, Noaich expressed with an agitated shake of his head. What should I do?

“I know you don’t want to hear it,” I said, “but you have to keep trying and failing.” I gestured up the tree. “Every time you fall, it’s because you’ve gotten far enough to force a climb skill check, and then failed it. Whenever you make that check, you’re gaining skill, which makes it easier to succeed. Practice makes perfect, you know?”

Not fun, Noaich responded.

Despite the complaint, he sidled up towards the tree and started clawing at it again.

“Yeah, I know,” I said, searching the tree bark for handholds that wouldn’t cause me to collide with the struggling reptile. I paused for a moment to activate my increased Beast Hunter range for a second to make sure we wouldn’t be interrupted before taking my feet off the ground. “but I’ll be right here with you. My climb skill is okay, but it needs some work, too. We can learn together.”

After a few minutes of practice, my climb skill increased from eight to ten. I could feel the difference in how I was distributing my weight and recognizing what handholds wouldn’t support me. There were places I thought too smooth to climb that I now could traverse with only moderate difficulty by gripping with my knees to anchor myself between handholds.

And my skill was still increasing.

In the same amount of time, Noaich’s went up to one, and he was getting a little bit farther.

That was when the difficulty became apparent.

“Alright, I see the problem now,” I said, sliding back down to the ground carefully. “Climb is cross-class for you. You’re gaining skill at half rate.”

So it’s impossible, Noaich communicated, scrabbling against the bark to try and avoid landing too hard on his way down.

“Not impossible,” I said, “but harder. Exactly twice as hard, in fact.”

Is too hard then, Noaich growled.

“I understand why you feel that way,” I said, trying to be patient. “But didn’t you want to become more powerful? Gaining skills is gaining power. Or have your goals changed?”

Need power to destroy trees, the critter argued, not to climb them.

“Power is power,” I shot back. “You might become powerful enough to knock over a tree or two, but it’ll be the rest of your life before you’re strong enough to destroy mountains. Climb skill applies to those, too. Getting a little skill now means you won’t need to do this later.”

Noaich was smart.

Possibly smarter than me.

If the system was to be believed, he was objectively smarter than me. But subjectively?

He was still a very young creature. Just like a human child, he could be manipulated by teasing him with something he wanted. It was just a matter of using the right carrot.

It felt a little strange to be tempting him with power rather than something like sweets or cookies. Or, perhaps, fish.

Regardless, the critter only thought about it for a moment before grumbling and setting back to the task of trying to clamber up the tree.

An odd carrot, indeed, but an effective one.

It was as good a time as any to work on my own skills, too. Climbing up and down the tree like grinding in a videogame felt a little bit unnatural. But how different was it from a professional athlete’s practice?

It was the same as just doing a fitness drill, wasn’t it?

Noaich gained skill slowly, but he only had to get a few levels before he could traverse the tree properly. The difficulty of climbing a tree like this required a skill level of about eight to climb safely. As a cross-class skill at Level 5, his soft cap was 10. It still took nearly an hour to get him there—in which time I hit my soft cap of 20 easily. Being at the soft cap didn't mean I couldn’t still gain skill, only that any further gain would be incredibly slow.

“Now, these trees are tall,” I said, stating the obvious. “So I want to make sure we take every precaution before we continue upwards. Come down and we’ll be smart about this.”

Doesn’t sound like you, Noaich ventured as he climbed down to the ground with me.

“What can I say? You’re rubbing off on me,” I joked back. “But I have this thing about death. It’s not for me. An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of my ass hitting the ground near terminal velocity.”

In truth, I wasn’t terribly afraid of falling. After a series of incidents, I’d earned the Freefall VIII achievement, dramatically increasing how far I could fall without taking damage. But until proven otherwise, I had to assume that Noaich wouldn’t benefit from my achievements.

If I fell, there was a good chance that the results would be funny.

If he fell, there was a very good chance the results would be deadly.

To that end, I unfastened the coil of rope I kept near at hand on my hip. Even though use rope was a cross-class skill for me—even after the change to Beastmaster—I’d used it more than enough to keep it just barely ahead of my soft cap. I felt very confident in my ability to execute on my plan.

It only took a moment to get Noaich to stand in such a way to allow me to secure the rope around him in a crude harness. With use rope, I could practically feel the skill checks going through as I made the loops and knots. They came together with practiced ease, and I found myself immensely grateful for the system. My usual usage for the skill was pretty far removed from this application, but the way the skill worked meant that I knew how to do this perfectly.

“Now if either of us start to slip, the other can give some support,” I said, tying the other end of the rope around my waist. “Just don’t completely let go. I can take a bit of your weight if you have to let go with one or two claws at once, but if your whole weight comes down on me, we’re gonna fall and die.”

This is smart? Noaich asked, clear dubiousness in his body language.

“Trust me,” I said, “it’s smarter than the alternative.”

I didn’t actually know if that was true. But it was convincing enough that Noaich stepped up beside me at the tree.

“Now we go nice and slow,” I said as I started to climb, with the reptile clawing his way up beside me. “We’re not in any rush, right?”

Noaich didn’t have anything to say to that, simply starting the climb. I wasn’t sure if it was because of anxiety or impatience. Either way, we were on a bit of a tether, so as he climbed, I was forced to climb as well, using my higher skill level to get ahead of him so that I could support him from above by the rope if he slipped.

Having never tried to venture into the forest canopy, I hadn’t quite realized just how tall the trees were.

It was one thing to look up and see that the forest canopy felt more like a skybox than part of the environment.

It was another thing entirely to be clambering up towards it for what felt like hours.

I knew it wasn’t actually hours, but as my stamina bar drained with every climb skill check, it started to weigh on my physical endurance far beyond anything I’d ever experienced, outside of combat. But I was still drenched in sweat when I finally closed my hand around a branch. Despite his youth—or perhaps because of it—Noaich managed the climb with a lot less apparent fatigue than me.

And with that, we pressed onwards into the forest canopy, clambering into the leafy environment that had been unexplored above me for months.


Chapter 28
Branching Out


Pushing my way up into the forest canopy felt like teleporting to another world. Compared to the forest floor, everything was bright and green.

The biggest change was the feeling of space.

While the forest had always felt a little claustrophobic with the huge tree trunks and enclosed canopy, it seemed like a spacious cathedral in comparison to the thick web of branches around me now.

Gripping the lower branches of the tree was a much easier climb than clinging to the rough bark. It was easy enough that I could recover some stamina while I waited for Noaich to make it the rest of the way in turn. His clawed hands hadn’t been greatly suited to the initial climb, but they were flexible enough to grasp the branches now that we were among them.

I had expected that, since his mother had been moving around the canopy with ease.

What I hadn’t expected was a new skill increase. Scrambling from branch to branch to get a little higher up into the canopy was surprisingly challenging, considering my Climb skill level. My climb skill had helped me identify good and bad handholds in the tree bark, but as I tried to make my way up into the branches, some of them were breaking off in my hands, or bending tremendously beneath my weight. It took a few seconds of struggling to find my footing to receive an explanation.

I gained my first rank in a new skill: brachiate.

I’d seen the word before—and recently at that—from the subclass description of something I hadn’t selected. Berserker, maybe? It had been alongside the other movement skills I’d seen. I just should have thought more carefully about what its presence there represented.

Brachiation explicitly referred to moving through treetops using the branches for support. It was a strangely specific sort of movement and I wondered why it was separate from the climb skill.

“What a strange system,” I grumbled before turning to Noaich. “I was going to untie us once we got up here, but it seems like this is going to be more of the same. Stay close and we’ll take our time until we start getting comfortable.”

Noaich started to growl with impatience as we picked our way through the branches, but to both of our surprise, he took to the task rather well. His long body meant that his weight was well-distributed, and his handlike claws gave him a good ability to grip. It only took a few seconds for him to see his first skill up, showing us that unlike climb, brachiate was a class skill for him.

“I want to say that doesn’t make any sense,” I said as we climbed deeper into the forest canopy. “But I’m working from a flawed premise there. Why should I expect the system to make sense? I haven’t been complaining when it works in my favor.”

To that end, my attention went to my detection radius. The world up here was different from the forest floor below to my other senses, but the difference was all the more stark to the supernatural awareness that the Beastmaster class gave me. The forest floor had felt like it was teeming with life when my detection radius expanded, showing me smaller creatures that had always escaped my notice, and larger creatures that had always eluded my skills.

But up here there was life literally everywhere.

Nothing in my detection radius right now was larger than me—no big predators or anything—but there were meter-long snakes, rodents the size of toasters, and hundreds upon hundreds of creepy crawly bugs.

It was almost overwhelming.

I could only really cope by ignoring most of it.

I didn’t know if it was completely safe to just write off everything that was small and far away… but being acutely aware of every insect in range would drive me insane in seconds if I tried to keep up with everything.

Skilling up Brachiation was a wild experience in its own right, and more than enough of a distraction from the canopy’s other features. It was a little choppy to keep losing my grip and guessing wrong on what branches could support my weight, but I was smart about it. I didn’t let go of handholds that were supporting me until I found one that definitely would hold to move to. Noaich followed my lead on that, moving cautiously to stay safe.

But as my skill grew, things got easier.

And as things got easier, it started to get more fun.

Instead of just being able to identify what branches would support me, I was able to identify how long each branch would stay solid enough for a step. Instead of reducing the surrounding branches to narrow paths that stayed close to the trees’ massive trunks, there were a series of risky temporary footholds that could hold me just long enough to get to the next, turning the narrow paths into open fields.

Or, at least, as open as it could be through a screen of pine needles.

“I’m gonna be honest,” I said as Noaich’s growth was the mirror of mine, letting him keep up with my exploration of the new mechanics, “this is cooler than I expected it to be.”

Fun, Noaich agreed. But hard.

I had to agree with that. There was a challenge at work. I had to keep planning two moves ahead at least, or else I might find myself stranded with nowhere to go but down. But when it worked, we moved at a pretty decent clip through the dense treetops, picking our way around nests of critters and giving a wide berth to anything larger than my fist.

I directed our path farther north, continuing to get farther from the swamp person. I suspected that it wouldn’t be able to pursue us up here into the trees, if it could even sense us up here. But I didn’t want to take any gambles. We’d determined it was a mage, and that would make me a fool if I bet my life on what it could and couldn’t do.

There were so many other ways to be a fool, I couldn’t afford to add that one to the list.

After a few minutes of developing our brachiate skill, I finally started to examine our surroundings more closely. My expanded detection radius was a lifesaver up here, since the thick foliage of the canopy blocked direct vision of what was around us even only a few feet away.

As we headed north, I looked for every opportunity to climb upwards through the branches.

The surrounding foliage eventually shifted. At first, it had just been pine branches and thin soft needles, but as we went farther up, there were other plants.

Leafy vines wound around the branches, adding long streaks of bright green to the space, and here and there little red and orange flowers bloomed on the vines.

The life around us changed as well. Higher up, closer to the exposed sky, the creatures grew larger. A monster the size of a large dog with a two-foot-long nose snuffled around the branches, sucking up insects by the dozens. Nearby, a horse-sized primate covered in chitinous plates lazily napped with its unnaturally long arms wrapped tight around a tree trunk.

I diverted our course slightly west when a giant bird nest came into view—currently unattended, but large enough for a bird the size of a car.

I expected us to break through into the open sky. Instead, what happened was that the branches between the trees grew less and less able to support our weight. If we wanted to see the sky, it was going to have to be by climbing a tree trunk until we could poke our heads out.

Since that wasn’t our objective, I simply got us to a solid spot at the trunk of a tree and called a halt for us to rest. Once we stopped, I unfastened the rope connecting us. With our brachiate and climb skills developed, there wasn’t a need for the harness anymore.

At least, I hoped there wouldn’t be.

“Alright, good hustle,” I said as I perched myself across a few branches to give my arms a break. “I think I can safely say we’re out of danger up here.”

How? Noaich asked, struggling for a moment to get comfortable in the branches. After a moment, he started snapping the branches, breaking them to carve himself a crude nest of his own.

“I can see for a long distance around, so no threats are sneaking up on us,” I said, pointing towards the various critters that might represent threats. There was a large snake sleeping on a branch about thirty yards away from where we sat, a strange arboreal wolf-cat kind of thing, bristling with hedgehog-like spines, skulked through the trees far to the east, and a sloth the size of a pickup truck slowly picked its way from branch to branch farther north. “And I think we got a decent distance between us and the swamp person.”

How can you be sure? Noaich clarified. Don’t know what swamp-thing is. How are you sure it can’t reach?

“If it’ll put your mind at ease, I’ll take a farther look while we’re sitting still,” I reassured him.

If switching on Beast Hunter’s activated form was disorienting on the forest floor, it was ten times worse here in the canopy. The detection radius didn’t give me a perfect view of the trees, branches, and vines around us, but it flooded my senses with the creatures in the tremendous area I could cover.

The forest was simply full of life. Uncountable creatures of all shapes and sizes, playing out the little vignettes of their lives and deaths.

A small pack of those arboreal dog-cats was hunting a chitin-shelled primate, trying to find an opening as it pressed its belly and face to a tree trunk, presenting only its shell like an armadillo.

The weight of a giant tree sloth caused a branch to bend, disturbing a giant nest of fist-sized wasps, who could do nothing to the sloth’s thick hide.

An adventurous raptor like those who had moved in north of Jamestown was sneaking its way into the giant bird nest I’d led us on a circle around, seeking either to sate its curiosity, or help itself to an enormous egg.

I could see high enough to reach the treetops. My senses told me that the air above the trees was windy and cold compared to down here, despite the direct sunlight.

But, more than that, I could also see an enormous diving bird of prey as it streaked down towards the treetops, clearly readying to strike.

Coming right towards us.


Chapter 29
The Snack That Fights Back


At the bird’s speed, it was only because of my expanded range that I even had time to react. If it had entered my normal radius, it would have been barely a couple of seconds before it was upon us. With my range doubled, so was the time I had to react.

“Move!” I barked, rolling back off of the branches I was seated on. My new brachiate skill let me swing back upright quickly and scramble away.

True to expectation, the bird adjusted its angle, following me. I only took a second to wonder why I’d been singled out. I was probably the largest piece of meat in the treetops that wasn’t covered in armored plates, a thick hairy hide, or bristling spines. From the perspective of a monster used to this environment, I was a strange little morsel unprepared to deal with predation.

Six months ago, that had probably been true. But a combination of luck and persistence had adapted me, even if my physical body didn’t reflect it.

I’d barely had time to get a few feet from where I’d been when the bird crashed into the branches above me. The impact slowed it down enough that I managed to get a better view of what, exactly, it was.

My first conclusion was that “bird” was perhaps too general of a term. It had no beak and instead had a reptilian snout full of needle-sharp teeth. It had a long, feathered tail and way more taloned fingers on the end of each foot than I normally associated with a normal bird.

When it finally reached me—talons swiping the air just inches behind my back—I saw that it wasn’t too many talons on each foot, it was that the legs split at the knee, giving it two sets of taloned feet that tucked neatly together when not using them to rake through the branches for its prey.

Despite the speed of its dive, the bird came to an unnaturally sudden stop, and the green and brown of the forest canopy was suddenly replaced by a storm of black-and-white feathers. Its wingspan was at least twenty-five feet, and it was trying to use them to encircle me, muscular wings shoving through the branches to cut off my escape.

Fortunately for me, escape wasn’t on my mind.

With an effort of will, I directed Noaich to use his Howl ability to buff me up even as I popped my own Enrage cooldown. As much as I wanted to go all-out, I only drew one axe for now. The other arm was a pretty vital component of keeping me from tumbling through the branches beneath me, especially with the giant bird-monster making everything so much more challenging.

Giant needle-teeth snapped at me while the bird’s extra feet raked at the air. Branches shook as if in a storm as both me and the bird struggled to keep stable after its sudden arrival, but my skills were sharp enough.

I ducked under the snapping claws, slapped one of the clawed feet away with my axe in a parry, and used the momentum of that swipe to drive the weapon into the other striking appendage. With both Enrage and Howl buffing my damage, the blade tore through the scaled skin of the foot, and I felt a bone break under the impact.

The whole forest canopy shook with the enraged shriek of the beast at the strike. Wild Empathy translated the roar into offended shock. The giant bird was not angered by the pain itself, but instead by the audacity of its prey to strike it.

This wasn’t how this was meant to happen.

“Come on, big bird, afraid of a proper fight?” I snapped. Lunging at the monster was a challenge, with its raised claws, snapping jaws, and the constant shaking of all the surrounding branches, but a little determination and luck went a long way to closing the distance successfully. “You rushed down here so fast; I thought you wanted a bite of the snack that slices back!”

I drove my axe into the feathered mass of the creature’s torso. It shocked me how effective the weapon was at cutting into the giant bird. Feathers parted before the crude edge, and when it met flesh, it cut deep. I’d worked with the Enrage effect long enough to know that it wasn’t that effective. This was the work of Noaich’s Howl.

Needle teeth snapped down at me again with renewed ferocity. The creature’s size worked against it as branches strained around it, fouling its attacks enough to let me roll aside from them.

Talons raked at my back unexpectedly, drawing a hiss of pain from me. I didn’t think the creature could bend its limbs like that, but the damage was manageable.

I activated Bloodbath as I pressed in closer to the monster’s body. It tried to back off, but I reached out for it. Instead of grabbing a branch to keep brachiating towards it, I grabbed a fistful of feathers, causing its motion to drag me along with it. I hacked into the bird’s torso again, cleaving through feathers and flesh, restoring a few dozen hit points with the strike.

From where I was, I thought it couldn’t effectively attack me. I was far too close for its legs to scratch me again, and its bites had proven easy to avoid.

Instead of going at me with the sharp bits again, it buffeted me with its enormous wings. Close to its chest as I was, it couldn’t actually strike me with them, but the size and power of those wings was enough to blow me away.

Despite my best efforts, I found myself tumbling through the branches with a fistful of feathers.

For a brief moment, I was disoriented and vulnerable. I could either choose to focus on twisting in the air to avoid teeth and talons, or I could reach out to grab branches and arrest my fall.

I had to make a split-second decision, and I made my choice quickly.

Logic told me I could take a few hits from the monster and survive.

The ground would only have to hit me once, and from this high up

I was pretty sure that would be a fight I’d lose.

Needle-like teeth sank into my calf. There was a grating sensation of teeth on bone that was so mind-numbingly painful that I almost let go of the branch I’d caught to stop my fall. Fear of death remained greater than fear of pain, though, and I held tight, instead hacking at the bird’s muzzle with my axe to try and free myself from its toothy grip.

The attacks restored some of the hit points the monster had chomped out of me, but its grip held. It started to shake its head to try and dislodge me, the movement almost enough to make me black out.

Somewhere nearby there was a roar and a snapping sound. Despite my best intentions, I hadn’t instructed Noaich to stay out of the fight, and he’d taken that to be permission to engage. The reptile had scrambled through the foliage and its jaws had snapped closed around one of the bird’s legs. His damage was likely low, but he was a distraction, and a surprising one at that. I felt the vibrations of the bird’s shriek of pain and frustration at Noaich’s attack reverberate through my leg.

The bird made a fatal mistake.

Noaich was just annoying enough to make it let go of me and twist to attack him instead, contorting its body to reach for him with its fang-filled maw.

Deep in my chest, I felt a similar anger to what it had expressed only a few seconds ago.

This wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

I was supposed to be the target.

And the fight taking a turn away from those expectations filled my chest with violence.

“Hey!” I barked, scrambling to get solid footing in the surrounding branches. “Finish your dinner before you go for dessert, asshole!”

I wasn’t sure entirely how I got a solid enough branch under me to launch myself at the beast. But as soon as I did, I slammed into it head-first, smashing it with Skull Bash. The [stun] effect would have been enough for Noaich to get clear of the fight, but I couldn’t trust him to behave, nor could I trust the bird to honor my threat.

Instead I reared back and smashed my axe against its head and neck as hard and as fast as I could.

The creature’s wings thrashed as soon as the stun wore off. Blood-drenched feathers filled the air as it made the decision to flee instead of fight. Giant wings turned the forest canopy into a wind tunnel as its four legs sought better hold to launch itself into the air.

“No, no,” I snarled, wrapping my free arm around the giant bird’s neck. “You came in for a bite, didn’t you? I insist you stay.” I drove the blade of my axe against its throat. “We’d love to have you for dinner!”


Chapter 30
Canopy Carnivores


Killing the four-legged bird-raptor-thing proved a lucrative move. It was obviously not a normal creature; instead of dropping Bird Meat, it dropped Mutant Meat, which had me slightly anxious about the prospect of eating it.

But more than that, it dropped good loot.

There were a handful of bird feathers, but it also dropped a new piece of armor.

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

Numerically, it was too big of an upgrade to ignore. I’d miss the survival skill on my antler cap, but the bone-reinforced feathered headpiece was a solid increase to my defenses. Not to mention that the Acrobatics boost made me feel a lot better about being up here in the treetops. It wouldn’t be enough for me to survive such a fall, but the control over my movements in the air had let me grab a branch just a moment ago to save myself.

A few points of skill for free would make me a little more secure in succeeding on those checks when I needed to.

“Now comes the tough part,” I said, looking around as I caught my breath. “How are we gonna cook dinner?”

Noaich was just as stymied as I was about the idea of starting a fire in the forest canopy. I had, at least, a few ideas we could test, even if I wasn’t positive about how safe they would be.

At the very least, there was plenty of fuel for the fire. As much of the canopy was vibrant and alive, there were plenty of dead branches and dried vines scattered about. Noaich helped me recover some of the branches that had broken during the fight with the mutant bird, since the dense canopy had plenty of support to catch them from plummeting to the forest floor. Plants from the previous season that had already flowered and dropped their seeds had dried into perfect tinder.

Moving south, we gathered whatever else we could. We didn’t have to go very far. The giant bird nest we’d passed was close. I knew it was dangerous to assume that the giant nest belonged to that one bird alone, but it was the best place I could think of. It was secure and stable, cleared of immediate debris—save the nest itself—and was open enough above for smoke to escape safely.

The raptor that had been investigating the nest vacated the area as soon as we entered its detection radius. I hoped that it wouldn’t return with friends—one of the little guys was no threat to a competent fighter, but a swarm of them would absolutely shred the pair of us in under a minute—but the idea reinforced the mindset I already held. I needed to get a fire going quickly and safely, cook some meat, and clear out of the area before anything showed up to ruin our day.

Bonus points if we could take long enough for passive resting to kick in and close up my wounds from the fight.

The nest itself looked like it would serve our purposes. It was a large basket of sticks, but it was covered in assorted dampened detritus, which made me think that a small campfire wouldn’t ignite the whole thing unless I let it burn for long enough to dry everything out. It also made me expect that once the heat got going the smell was going to be motivation enough to quench the fire as soon as food was cooked.

I didn’t want to admit how much harder starting the fire was than usual. Building the fire was more challenging, and the fuel was wetter, but I’d also just lost a few points of survival skill from my change in headgear.

Just the same, I kept lighting up tinder and forcing the system to make survival checks until I finally got there.

“First try,” I muttered to myself when the flame finally took hold.

No it wasn’t, Noaich pointed out.

“Don’t worry about it.” I fed the flames a few more branches as they grew. “It’s just a joke.”

Noaich went silent, watching the fire take. I wasn’t sure if he understood me. Obviously, he understood, but to his perspective, what did my words sound like? As a beast, did he have a conception of what a joke was? Or was he silent because in his mind, the system was engaged in a long-winded translation of the word?

It didn’t matter. The fire grew, and once it was large enough, I speared some meat on a stick and started roasting it.

I started with the Mutant Meat. I needed to know if it was going to be safe to eat now, instead of counting on it being tomorrow’s meal and then going hungry.

The meat did have a peculiar smell as it cooked. Not foul, or sickly sweet, or anything that raised immediate red flags. The smell simply didn’t match with its appearance. It looked like bird meat—pale and lean—but when it started to brown over the fire, the smell was much closer to that of beef, and the amount of grease that rendered out of it and dripped into the fire was very surprising.

“Alright, iron stomach,” I said to my own gut as the first chunk of Mutant Meat cooled, and I speared the second to start cooking it as well, “time to live up to the name.”

Once I wasn’t going to burn my mouth, I took a bite.

It was the strangest thing I’d eaten since the apocalypse. The flavor was like chicken, but the texture was strangely velvety. It was like biting into a white meat avocado. Obviously very unusual, but I chewed carefully and diligently before swallowing, searching for any hint that might warn me against another bite.

“Still alive,” I said, putting a finger to the pulse in my throat. “A little anxious, but fine.” I held the meat out to Noaich. “Want to try?”

Strange. Noaich sniffed at the meat curiously. Never had something like this.

“Me neither,” I agreed, turning the other chunk of mystery meat over the fire to cook the other side. “But before you had your favorite food, you’d never had that before, either.”

Is it that good? he asked as he took a tentative bite.

“No,” I replied with a chuckle as his nostrils flared into a displeased snort.

Just the same, we were hungry, so we ate. The flavor was not that notable, but the texture wasn’t off-putting enough to make either of us stop. After the Mutant Meat didn’t appear to hurt us, I cooked up the Gamey Meat from the megantereon I’d killed earlier. It produced a much more palatable—if stringier—addition to the meal.

“Let me know if you have any digestive issues,” I said when I packed up the rest of the meat. There was a lot of Mutant Meat remaining, so I was very hopeful that it wouldn’t make us ill. “Or if you start hallucinating or anything. I don’t know what to expect. Basically just keep me apprised of the situation. Even if I’m fine, I gotta know if you can keep eating it, too.”

Gross, Noaich complained. Icky.

“Yeah, it was a bit weird,” I agreed. “But food is food. If you’re gonna be picky, survival gets a lot harder. Obviously, I’m not going to start hunting down mutant birds to get more of this, but we gotta use what we get.”

That seemed to mollify him a bit. I made a note to try not to give him too much of the strange bird meat for the sake of his happiness, even if his health wasn’t a concern. I didn’t need to remind myself that the achievement that locked his growth path in the direction we wanted required us to be “Best Friends” of a fashion.

As I stomped out the guttering fire, my detection radius started to pick something up to the west.

Raptors.

A swarm of them.

“That’s our sign to leave,” I said, stomping the fire just a little bit faster. “By the way, in an unrelated question, how fast do you think we can go with the brachiate skill?”


Chapter 31
Nesting Nightmares


It turned out we could go fast enough. The raptors were faster than us, but their more normal detection radius meant that they descended upon the giant nest well after we were out of range. I hadn’t seen any eggs or anything else of substance to eat in there, but raptor behavior was strange. They swarmed over the nest, and I wondered if perhaps they hadn’t been hunting for food, but instead planning to lie in wait for the nest’s owner. Or maybe they had already eaten, and were just looking to indulge their peculiar animal curiosity.

“If I thought I’d survive the encounter,” I said to Noaich as we traveled between the branches, “I’d try and approach some raptors and figure out what their deal is.”

Their deal? Noaich asked.

“They’re smart,” I explained, “they act like little people. Curious, intelligent, all that.”

Other things are smart, Noaich argued. Not just like people, but smarter.

“That’s not my confusion,” I replied, bringing us to a stop near the trunk of a tree. The nest was on the bare periphery of my detection radius, keeping us well out of range of the raptor’s senses. “They swarm like insects. Creatures with that much individual intelligence shouldn’t be able to move like one entity like that. Are they a hive mind? Is there one central intelligence that they all share with some kind of weird bird-telepathy that lets them do that?”

I adjusted some branches to make myself somewhere to sit where I could keep an eye towards the nest, even though my detection radius was doing the work rather than my eyes.

“Or are they disciplined? Trained? Is there a little raptor military academy where baby raptors do swarming drills and make little raptor beds and dig little raptor latrines until they can act in concert as a single unit?”

Noaich was silent at that, whether because he was busy making himself a perch, or because he didn’t understand. I had to remind myself that he was the equivalent of a little kid. It was easy to forget since he was objectively so smart, but he didn’t have a lot of life experience, let alone that breadth of random knowledge that I had been implanted with by constant exposure to pre-apocalypse pop-culture.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said with a dismissive wave. “I’d never be able to talk to one of them. When they’re alone, they run. And in numbers, they’d rip me apart before I could try and negotiate a truce.”

Could charm them, Noaich said. Like when we met.

“That only works if they’re a hive mind,” I pointed out. “If they’re actual individuals, or just animals, or anything besides a hive mind, then I’d charm one of them and all the rest would rip me apart.” I scratched my chin, thinking. “If I could find a group large enough that they wouldn’t run away at my approach, but small enough that I could still clean up the rest of them before the pacify effect wore off, maybe I could start a conversation.”

Risky, Noaich said quickly. Might not answer if you kill friends and family.

“Yeah, I guess I’m just shit outta luck, then.”.

I made an effort to sit still and try and relax. It would be a little while before the healing from resting would kick in, but I didn’t want to delay it if I could help it.

“Maybe once I’ve got an all-powerful wizard buddy at my back, he can intimidate them into submission for me.”

Noaich puffed up with pride at the idea. He had a long way to go to get there, but if we survived long enough, we could make it happen. In his mind, he was already there just by being on the path. On my end, I knew that I didn’t want to count my giant lizard god-wizards before they hatched.

I checked our stats quickly to try and see how we were doing on that front.

Colin Richardson
Level 5 Beastmaster

HP: 554/554
MP: 0/0
SP: 110/110

STR: 18
CON: 19
DEX: 14
AGI: 16
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.

[Skills]

Unarmed: 3
Sword: 4
Axe: 20
Spear: 8
Bow: 1
Club: 8
Block (cross-class): 4
Parry: 19
Dodge: 20
Detection: 23
Stealth: 17
Athletics: 20
Acrobatics: 22
Simple crafting (cross-class): 9
Crafting (alchemy) (cross-class): 9
Crafting (cooking) (cross-class): 5
Use rope (cross-class): 12
Climb: 20
Swim: 6
Ride: 3
Brachiate: 16
Survival: 22
Intuit north: 15
Harvesting: 8
Excavation (cross-class): 2
Skinning: 6
Butchering: 15

---

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 5 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 375/375
MP: 250/250
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Friendly
Growth: 12/100

STR: 10
CON: 15
DEX: 13
AGI: 8
INT: 14
WIS: 12

[Class Achievements]

Howler: Deal 1,000 damage while under the effect of Howl (Lifetime) (Beastmaster included). Howl gains a 10% duration increase.

[Skills]

Bite: 20
Claw: 20
Dodge: 20
Detection: 20
Stealth: 20
Athletics: 20
Swim: 20
Climb (cross-class): 10
Brachiate: 15
Survival: 20

Everything was mostly as I expected. Skills were developing as we used them, naturally, but what I hadn’t expected to see was the new achievement on Noaich. I hadn’t realized I’d done that much damage in the few fights we’d had, but it alarmed me that I hadn’t received a notification for it. If Noaich could receive achievements without me knowing, then I’d have to be much more on top of checking our stats. A 10% duration on Howl was literally three seconds, so this wasn’t going to spur a major tactical adjustment, but there was no telling when he could get something like my Pig Sticker or Indestructible achievements that had encouraged modifications to my fighting style.

“So here’s tonight’s problem,” I said at last, once I felt the familiar itch of my wounds closing at last. “How are we gonna sleep up here?”

Noaich considered the problem for a moment. It wasn’t clear that he understood at first, but when he closed his eyes and made an effort to relax, as if pretending to be asleep, he started to slip down the branches, and instantly scrambled to reassert his grip.

Don’t know, he admitted.

“Well, there are two possible answers,” I said, casting my senses around and trying to find a good spot, taking advantage of being stationary to activate Beast Hunter to expand my range for the moment. “If we can find a large enough branch, or a tight enough net of them, we could bed down there. The problem is everything that I can see from here that fits that description has something already living there.”

The other way? Noaich asked.

“We be very careful,” I joked with a grin. “Though I bet what we’d get there wouldn’t classify as real sleep.”

We pick a fight then? Noaich asked. Claim a spot, fight for it, win.

I grimaced at that. I didn’t like the idea, since anything with a den we could sleep in would be in our direct weight class.

We couldn’t really fight the raptors for the bird nest and hope for a good result. They were in numbers that were worth respecting right now.

While the armor-plated primates we’d seen looked pretty hard to actually harm, their offensive potential didn’t seem worth worrying about. We could take one of them on, but they seemed to be built to cling to branches and tree trunks. It was possible a spot where one of them was sleeping wouldn’t be fit to house us.

“So where do we go?” I asked. “We could chase a nest of mice out of their nest, but that won’t support our weight. Any place we can fit well enough to sleep is going to be home to something as big or bigger than us.”

Don’t know, Noaich said, his body language conveying a smirk. Not the one with detection radius.

I was about to try and snipe back at him with a question about the quality of his idea, if he didn’t have the skills to put it into practice, but an opportunity suddenly arose.

On the very edge of my vision, a giant bird was descending into the newly raptor-infested nest.

“With me, quickly,” I snapped. “There’s about to be a fight, and I think afterwards, the winner won’t be in any shape to contest our claim to their spot.”


Chapter 32
Clash Of The Talons


My senses were sharp enough to see the fight begin as we brachiated back towards the nest.

The bird that landed wasn’t another mutant, but did appear roughly similar to the thing we’d fought. It was huge, with needle-like teeth in a long bony muzzle instead of a beak, but it only had two taloned feet instead of four. The bird came down out of the sky and slowed down with a deliberately familiar motion, utterly unaware of what was waiting for it.

In response, the raptors emerged from the nest with a shriek, moving as one as they went on the attack.

Even though their numbers were enough to intimidate me, the whole swarm was probably not a match pound-for-pound with the giant bird. They were small critters, most easily described as a cross between a cat and a corvid. Each one was about two feet long and under ten pounds, covered in dark feathers, though their most memorable features were always their razor-sharp teeth and claws.

Of particular note was that they had abilities that could be identified by the color of their feathers. There were people back in Jamestown who had come into the apocalypse in the middle of raptor territory and knew all of the different varieties by heart—they’d had to learn fast to survive. All I knew, personally, was that the ones with the darkest, blackest feathers were the best ambushers, with something approximating my Hide In Plain Sight ability to let them become nearly invisible at will.

These raptors were clearly not those. Although they ambushed the bird-monster, the way they moved was almost spider-like, clinging to surfaces—including the bird itself—like swarming insects.

It made sense that they’d have that kind of ability, living up here in the trees. It would make it that much safer to climb and traverse the forest canopy. But it was a little frightening to see them use it to cling to prey with ease, freeing their claws and teeth to rip and tear instead of being a necessary part of their grip.

Despite their numbers and ferocity, once the giant bird realized it was in a fight, it had the tools to deal with them. Giant talons slashed through their number, and the raptors’ small sizes meant that those who were struck were grievously wounded.

But while the bird was fighting off the raptors still swarming at it, it couldn’t deal with those that were already on its body. When it used its monstrous beak and teeth to tear the creatures off of it, two more were free to leap up and take the place of their fallen comrade.

Noaich and I were getting close as the giant bird started to flap its wings. It was trying to take off, either to escape, or to try and peel the raptors off of its body while out of reach of the others. The movement did send a few of the smaller creatures scrambling, but when it tried to kick off, it failed to do so. Either too many wounds, or too much extra weight clinging to its body.

The bird was faltering. It was going to lose, even though it had mauled or killed a half-dozen of the attacking swarm, and was likely to clean up another five or six before it was finally killed. But there were still too many. The raptors’ ambush had simply been too effective.

And at the moment when that became most apparent, Noaich and I arrived on the scene.

At my direction, he let out a Howl to boost my attack. I immediately activated Enrage. In the heat of combat, the raptor swarm hadn’t noticed our approach—likely due to my stealth skill getting a big boost from being a class skill now.

With both feet securely planted on the nest, I felt confident drawing both my axes and leaving no hand free. It was a good thing, too, as the raptors who leapt to intercept my attack came in numbers. As they came at me, I used my weapons to lash out, driving them back before they could lunge.

I couldn’t afford to make the same mistake the bird-monster had. If the raptors started clinging to me, they’d weigh me down, tear me up, and make it impossible to fight effectively. My first priority had to be to defend myself. As much as I wanted to clear the nest to make it mine, I didn’t want to die for it.

I didn’t have to worry so much about offense. As soon as my appearance started to distract the swarm, the bird-monster saw a way to survive. It immediately started to use its beak to tear the raptors off of its body, trying to free itself to either escape or come back into the fight without them gnawing at its body.

The swarm surged in at me, forcing me to lash out with my axes again. I thought they were trying to scare me off, but as they faded back, I saw my mistake. The attack was a distraction, and two more of them leaped at me from the tree branches behind me, where my guard was down.

One of them landed on my shoulder, clinging to me with its ability. Claws dug into my shoulder blade and tiny little teeth snapped shut on my collarbone.

I braced for the second to come down, but it didn’t land on me.

Noaich’s toothy maw lunged up from his spot safely behind me and snatched the other raptor out of the air. With his powerful jaws, enhanced by both his own [Howl] buff and my [Enrage] buff, the tiny creature immediately died with a pained squawk.

More of the little creatures swarmed in at me, drawing my attention, allowing the raptor on my back to keep bleeding me.

In order to stay on the edge of the nest, I had to lunge forward against them.

I had a trick up my sleeve for this.

With a growl, I hit them with Maul.

The blast of energy of the attack opened small, but persistently bleeding wounds on more than half of the swarm still in the nest. It wouldn’t be enough to kill them by itself, but those that had been hit would have to think twice before coming in reach of either me or the bird monster.

There was a heavy impact on my back and a sharp pain in my shoulder. The raptor was gone, though now Noaich was on his hind legs, leaning against me as he flung the attacker off of me to slap limply against a nearby tree trunk.

“So that first one wasn’t a fluke, huh?” I asked. “You can just one-shot these guys?”

Guess so, Noaich replied, taking a moment to spit out a couple of dark green feathers still stuck to his snout. With buffs, at least.

“Alright, then,” I said, squaring up with the swarm. “Watch my back, and we’ll clean this up real fast.”

I wouldn’t have said anything without Wild Empathy. He knew what the game plan was. Without Wild Empathy, I was just throwing around some machismo for the sake of my own confidence.

With it, I was actually intimidating the raptors.

They knew that Noaich could take them with one bite, stopping them from being able to use their pack tactics on me effectively. And they knew that I was confident that it was enough of an edge to take on their superior numbers.

There was a trilling sound, deep and guttural, from the other side of the nest. The giant bird had cleared its body of the raptors that had latched on, and the beating of its wings and snapping of its beak were stopping the part of the swarm still harrying it from replacing them. It was badly bleeding, but still clearly up for a fight.

The swarm did exactly what I expected. They assessed the threats, and without a single warble or shriek of communication, turned and fled.

All together, as one.

It was eerie.

“Gotta have a hive mind or something,” I grumbled. “Just doesn’t make sense.”

Telepathy, Noaich said confidently. Must be.

I wanted to ask how he knew, or why he suspected, but before we could break that down, our work still wasn’t done. As the raptors cleared out, the giant bird-monster narrowed its beady eyes at us, snapping its beak threateningly. It was severely wounded, but no less ready to fight.

I’d been hoping the bird would be dead already when I drove off the raptors. Or that the monster would be in much worse shape when it finally came time to take it one-on-one. It still had the full use of its toothy muzzle, both of its terrifying talons, and its enormous wingspan.

“All according to plan,” I lied before rushing towards it, hoping to end the fight before it could give us too much trouble.


Chapter 33
Aggro Management 101


The giant toothy maw snapped at me. It didn’t matter how fast I was; the bird-monster’s long neck was agile enough that there wasn’t a way to get inside of its range. Its needle-toothed snout could be positioned anywhere to groom its feathered body, so even if I got close enough to hug the thing, it could snap at me.

The bird’s counterattack defeated my dodge and parry skills, digging those thin teeth into my shoulder—right on the spot where the raptor had been attacking me a moment ago.

The pain of those teeth piercing my flesh was nearly overwhelming.

It took a surprising amount of concentration, but I channeled that pain directly into anger.

I had to stay on my feet so that I could make this beast pay for this pain.

I smashed my face into the side of its muzzle, activating Skull Bash. The [stun] effect set it slack-jawed, which would have let me pry its jaws open to get it off of me, but thanks to my achievements, the ability gave me a brief power boost. I couldn’t afford to waste it.

The defense boost helped harden me against the pain, at least.

I slammed both axes into the bird-monster’s muzzle from each side. Instead of a pair of meaty thwacks, it was much closer to the crack of the weapons striking bone. Despite the fleshy muzzle-like appearance, there was something approximating a beak beneath the skin. That meant that the strike did the same bone-striking pain that its needle teeth were giving me. As soon as the stun wore off, the monster flinched back, releasing me.

The flinch was all the opening I needed.

Stepping in, I drove both axes into the right side of its body, giving both attacks together enough force to set the giant monster staggering. Despite its enormous size and wingspan, the creature was lightweight, and the impact sent it staggering. Wings churned the air as it tried to right itself, but all of its wounds from the raptors before me made it difficult. The white feathers on its belly and the undersides of its wings were streaked with red. Even if it beat me, there was a chance that those bleeding wounds would be enough to finish it off after the fact.

But I wasn’t alone.

As its wings flapped, a set of reptilian jaws clamped down on the far edge of one of them. The giant bird let out an alarmed squawk, and the sound dramatically increased in pitch as soon as Noaich bit down. A crackling sound of thick pinion feathers breaking under his teeth soon followed.

That giant needle-toothed maw turned towards Noaich, and I felt a surge of anger bloom in my chest again.

Noaich wasn’t supposed to be a valid target. He was one of my class features.

I was the threat.

If I was going to be ignored, that mistake was going to be the death of this giant feathered bastard.

With a roar, I threw myself bodily at the bird’s head. My body weight wasn’t enough to take the thing down off of its taloned feet, but the sudden addition of a violent hug fouled whatever counterattack the bird had planned for my reptilian companion. It immediately lashed out at me with its talons, leaving a giant gouge in one of my legs, but the pain was much more distant than my anger.

“How's this for aggro management?” I snapped as I smashed my forehead against the bird’s brow-ridge. Skull Bash wasn’t ready again yet, but it would still hurt. “This is what you get when you ignore me!”

Beside me, Noaich started to shake his head around, sending fragments of feathers flying. It must have been very painful, as despite my best efforts, the bird kept trying to attack my pet no matter how much I headbutted it in the face. I found myself forced to hook the bottom of one of my axes under its chin and pit my strength against the task of physically holding it back.

I was not up to the task.

The toothy maw snapped as it lunged towards Noaich, spattering blood everywhere from the wounds I’d given it. Despite his eagerness for battle, Noaich released the monster’s wing and sidled away, dodging the attack with surprising speed. Lashing his thick tail let him manipulate his balance and reposition in a way I hadn’t expected, and from the snapping of the monster’s jaws, it seemed the bird-monster hadn’t expected it either.

My pet made a sound of smug satisfaction, clearly happy that it had dodged successfully.

But that didn’t surprise me.

What did surprise me was the ruin of where he’d struck.

Noaich’s damage seemed disproportionate in comparison to his size and level. Though perhaps it was simply a matter of balance oversight. Assuming that a thinking entity had tuned the numbers, it would have designed the baby baurusuchus’s damage without the additional 30% bonus of my [Enrage] buff.

Then again, it might be that Noaich was a glass cannon. Without the stats readout surfacing his DEF and DAM stats, I couldn’t make a confident judgment call. It was possible that he hadn’t only just avoided a nasty bite. He may have just avoided a numerically guaranteed death.

Without knowing for sure, I couldn’t let this thing put him in more danger than was strictly necessary for the fight. But could I afford to keep my pet out of the battle? The buff from his Howl ability was getting close to wearing off. It was possible that his damage output would be a necessary part of my victory.

“Go low,” I called to Noaich, “I’ll go high!”

I let go of the bird monster’s neck and as soon as I felt my feet planted firmly on the surface of the nest, threw my whole body into swinging with both axes. The heads of both weapons landed squarely on the creature’s neck, but the thick feathers and protective fat absorbed a lot of the impact. Luckily, even a bruising blow to such a sensitive area drew the monster’s attention back to me, and one of its taloned feet reached up and raked at me.

My parry skill kicked in and one of my arms moved almost of its own accord, swatting the blow down and away from me.

At the same time as I parried the striking talon, Noaich’s jaws snapped shut on the other leg. The shriek of pain from the bird-monster was as sudden as it was deafening. It felt like the whole forest canopy shook with it. My reptilian companion didn’t stick around, though, and made a wrenching motion as he tore away from the leg and darted back behind me for safety.

He came away with a giant chunk of muscle.

And with the other leg sent off-balance by my parry, the bird couldn’t support its weight, and fell over sideways, wounded wings flapping wildly and fruitlessly to try and recover.

Leaping on top of it, I felt like I was the raptor now. I wasn’t trying to pin it with my weight—to a beast this size, I was definitely a viable passenger, if it wasn’t so badly wounded—I was simply positioning myself to be a giant inconvenience as I smashed my weapons down on the monster again and again and again. As the [Howl] buff faded, the layered feathers, skin, and fat became difficult for my weapons to penetrate, but the raw number of attacks meant that more than enough of them cut away the defenses and started to open bloody wounds into the flesh beneath.

It was finally enough to force it to bring its beak back to bear against me. As it turned its attention back, I locked eyes with it. In those beady black eyes, I saw something that scared me just a little.

The beast wasn’t filled with fear, or even anger.

It was hatred.

This monster hated me, and it hated me more than it feared death.

I wanted to ask.

I wanted to use Wild Empathy to try and figure out why it would feel that way.

Try to ask it what its deal was. Perhaps even reach a peaceful conclusion. Maybe even make a new friend, even if I couldn’t add a new pet to my stable yet. But as it opened its jaws, it was looking to rip my throat out.

There was no peaceful solution.

Which was just as well. I didn’t think I could stop Noaich from lunging in from the side and closing his jaws around its throat. The crunch that followed put an end to the fight, even if it took several seconds for the hate in those beady eyes to glass over.


Chapter 34
Lizard God In Training


As before, killing the giant bird-monster proved a lucrative effort. What was better, this one was not a mutant. The meat was normal Bird Meat, which meant that it was going to be plainly edible. Just because the Mutant Meat hadn’t made us sick yet didn’t mean it wasn’t going to.

There wasn’t another piece of gear, but there was a valuable crafting material.

Pelagornis Jawbone
Weapon Material, Armor Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons crafted with this bear the pelagornis’s needle-sharp teeth. Applies a bleed effect on hit.
Armor Material Properties: Armor crafted with this benefit from the pelagornis’s lightweight bone structure. Increases DEX and AGI.

It wasn’t something I could use. It was a crafting material for making proper gear, not alchemy or cooking. But that didn’t stop me from tucking it away for later. Someday, I would find someone who could use it, and maybe the results would be strong enough to make it worth holding on to.

There was a little bit of meat and a few skins to be had from the raptors we’d slain as well. Not much, but enough to be worth harvesting. And a handful of downy Green Raptor Feathers came of it as well, and my alchemy skill told me that they could be used as an ingredient. My skill check to see what they did seemed to fail, even though my Tastes Bad achievement let me reroll it. I wasn’t too keen on eating one of them to get another test, so I just tucked them away. I’d get another reroll the next day from the achievement.

With the corpses searched, stripped, skinned and butchered, I rolled it over and out of the nest. It only fell about ten or eleven feet before the dense forest canopy stopped it from falling farther, but I didn’t really want to climb down to try and shove it farther. I didn’t plan on staying long enough for the smell to bother me. And besides, if the raptors returned, they might satisfy themselves with picking the bones clean instead of coming up at us for round two.

“I’d like to talk about our battle strategy,” I said as I set about examining the nest. “Because I think we’ve both been operating under two different impressions of how this is going to be, and I think we need to bring those ideas together.”

Agreed, Noaich said. Want to help. Want to hunt. But you don’t want me to?

“My first priority,” I said, finding the parts of the nest that were stable, and which were a little bit sketchy, “is survival. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you if something gets you, and I can’t have that happen.”

Have to fight, Noaich complained. He moved to one of the more stable parts of the nest and flopped down. Have to get stronger.

“Yes, but I don’t think you have to fight to get stronger,” I argued, “as I get stronger, that power will pass to you.”

That gave the moody reptile pause. It didn’t surprise me that his primary motivation was getting stronger, but I was reasonably sure that he would level up when I did even if he just sat in the back and didn’t help. But outside of the Beastmaster system, it made sense that he’d think he had to participate in order to grow.

Should stay back, then, Noaich said after a few moments. Stay safe.

“Five minutes ago, that’s what I would have wanted,” I said, settling in myself in a spot that would support me. The nest was mostly made up of thick branches and held together with what I hoped was mud, so it wasn’t terribly comfortable. But it was better than tying myself to a tree. “But now I’m not so sure.”

Noaich tilted his head curiously. It was clear that he thought he was getting scolded a moment ago, but my change in tone told a different story that he hadn’t expected.

“I’m a Beastmaster now,” I said carefully, more to myself than to him. “You’re a major part of my capabilities. If I hold you back, I’m doing a lot less damage than I should be doing. And that’s going to get me killed, because you do a lot of damage.”

My reptile companion wasn’t sure if he should look smug or not at that. I let him enjoy the compliment for a moment before I continued.

“Keeping you safe and alive to grow stronger is very important to me,” I said, “and that hasn’t changed. But if I’m going to get into a fight, leaving you out of it is a bonehead move.” I tapped my temple. “All the non-support subclasses were just numerically better alone. More damage, more hit points, whatever.” I pointed right at him. “You give me more potential than any of them. Your Howl cooldown is weaker than the activated abilities of those other subclasses, but your damage output is way more than the difference between Fierce II and Fierce III for passive output.

“But I have to let you work. I need you doing damage to bridge the gap, or else I’m just asking to be weaker. It’s only a matter of time before that weakness is too much to overcome with raw grit.”

Lot of grit, Noaich pointed out.

“Yeah, it’s an important quality,” I agreed, “but it doesn’t one-shot raptors. Or absolutely dumpster giant bird wings.” I reached over and patted the feathered crest on the back of Noaich’s neck. “I’m going to need you to back me up from here on out.”

I will, Noaich said, clearly excited.

“Just don’t put yourself in danger,” I said firmly. “I can’t have you dying before you become a super powerful lizard god, right?”

Right, Noaich replied, his body language conveying a clear happiness with this discussion.

“Now, we should be fine here for a few hours,” I said, settling back and trying to find a way to lay comfortably. “But we have to get what sleep we can. There’s no telling how long we have before the raptors come back. Or before something else comes upon us.”

Be ready when they do, Noaich conveyed to me with a firm snap of his jaws. One shot them, like before.

I snorted at that, but tried not to engage in further conversation. The sky was growing dark at last even up here in the forest canopy, and if I kept chattering with him, we weren’t going to get any sleep. And we were going to have a rough morning if we were up all night.
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Despite my best efforts, I couldn’t really sleep. I was able to rest well enough, even doze a little, but with perfect awareness of all the living things around me, true sleep seemed impossible. I knew that was going to come back to haunt me if I couldn’t adapt, but for now, just laying still and controlling my breathing was enough to keep physical fatigue at bay.

As I rested, I watched the world around me. As full night fell, there was a tangible change of the guard. In the hours around twilight, a strange variety of crepuscular creatures joined the diurnal wildlife, and then remained for a while longer after the nocturnal beasts came out. Those strange wolf-cat hunters were joined by megantereons for a few hours, but when the sun finally went down, what remained could only be thought of as squirrel-monkeys, leaping and gliding across spaces between the trees where creatures their size couldn’t normally brachiate, and clinging to trees with prehensile tails and long hand-like digits.

More insects emerged in the night, mostly little flying bugs. Hundreds of them alighted upon the corpses below the nest, stripping them down. I worried they might come up and pester us, but my concerns were unfounded. As they gathered, they drew more attention, not from other scavengers, but from predators.

At first, I wasn’t sure what was happening. A handful of flying insects simply vanished. And then another. And then more. It alarmed me enough to rouse me from my rest, but as soon as I was startled fully awake, I managed to succeed on a detection check against something that had been effectively invisible a moment ago.

Bats. Not even giant monster bats. Just a small colony of normal sized bats, fluttering around with tremendous stealth skills, feasting on the carrion-feeding insects. It was strangely refreshing to see something that appeared to be what it was supposed to be. Just fuzzy little flying guys.

As soon as I parsed them as not being a threat, I could relax again.

I’d never been terribly afraid of bats before the apocalypse, and after fighting dozens of horrifying monsters intent on my death, a bunch of flappy insectivores weren’t worth stressing about.

After a few hours, the sky started to brighten. With my more sensitive vision, it made it much harder to doze, but I couldn’t bring myself to get started so early just because I couldn’t sleep. Noaich was still firmly snoring on the other side of the nest. He was—hopefully—a growing boy. He needed his sleep.

When I felt the heat of the sun starting to warm the forest canopy, though, it was obvious that I couldn’t keep this up. I had to get up and start moving. After all, it was only a matter of time before it was light enough for predators to start looking for us. Or for the raptors to gather their numbers and return.

I cast about the nest one last time as I let Noaich rest. It still struck me as odd that the nest was empty. It seemed to have been built to cradle and protect eggs, but the bird-monsters apparently hadn’t laid any.

It was a shame. A scrambled egg would really hit the spot right now.

As soon as I started tucking into some smoked fish, Noaich was sitting up awake and alert beside me like a hungry cat. I made a mental note that food was as strong a motivation for him as power.

“Big day today,” I said as I passed him his share of breakfast.

Oh? he asked. Why?

“Look at what we’re working towards,” I said, tapping him on the snout. “We’re making you a lizard god, right? With goals like these, every day has to be a big one.”

I finished breakfast quickly, casting about with my senses to try and find our next target.


Chapter 35
Plans For The Predators


With more than enough meat on hand for the next few meals, we had no need to hunt. Some fruits or veggies would be a nice find so that I could avoid scurvy, but our priorities could focus more on our longer-term goals.

Progression.

“Easy move,” I said carefully, “is we find the biggest, meanest thing we think we can take on, and go beat it up.”

Noaich didn’t object to that, so I settled down for a few seconds and toggled the activated mode on Beast Hunter, dramatically expanding my detection radius far beyond its already-unreasonable boundaries.

The forest canopy was huge and dense and almost terrifyingly alive. Focusing on it fully really highlighted just how surrounded we were. There were certainly some creatures whose stealth skill was defeating my detection skill, but there were more than enough that weren’t actively hiding to consume my attention. Every layer of the canopy was full of creatures.

At the top layer it was primarily birds and flying critters, a few were already taking to the air to hunt for their morning meal. There were a number of reptiles as well, waiting for full sunrise to warm them up and rouse them. Most of them were large—surprisingly large for something dwelling in the treetops—but that made sense considering how their biological need for the sun’s warmth meant it had to sleep exposed to attacks by hunting pelagornis or worse.

Up in the sky above, I could sense those very birds. Pelagornis circled throughout the area I could see, but seemed to be giving this nest wide berth. Presumably either respecting the territory of the pair we’d killed, or recognizing that we’d killed two of their kind already and were avoiding a similar fate.

A single beast passed through the upper limit of my detection radius for a moment. It was a true bird, beak and all. I only saw it for a second, but it appeared to be an eagle the size of an airplane. A roc? When I didn’t see it again I couldn’t confirm, and was left to assume that Noaich and I were too small of morsels to be worth further investigation.

Just below the upper canopy there were larger creatures in line with what I’d seen before. Roving groups of arboreal wolf-cats stalked for prey in the trees. Armored sloth-apes picked their way through the dense foliage. Lizards the size of my arm scuttled about, covered in a dense and downy coat of feathers to keep them warm while out of the sun.

Beneath that was the understory.

The branches there were thicker and stronger, but relatively few larger beasts occupied the area. With the way the brachiate skill worked, it made sense. The skill made it easier to traverse areas of narrower branches, and in the event of a failure—either of judgment on the strength of a path through the branches, or a low roll on the skill check—being higher up in the forest canopy meant that there were branches below to catch on the way down. That meant that smaller critters could move unmolested through the understory, feeding on whatever fell through the upper branches and was caught by the thicker lower branches.

Arboreal rat scavengers, smaller snakes hunting them, and, now that I was watching an enormous area, several distinct and separate swarms of raptors ripping through the understory before brief trips into the higher canopy to take down and feast on larger prey.

Meanwhile, I could even see a little bit of the forest floor. There was a daeodon snuffling at the forest floor below us, which made me glad that we were up in the treetops. As it scraped a nearby tree with its tusks, I tried not to think about what it would have meant if we had slept down on the ground and the beast happened upon us in the night.

“We’ve got some options,” I said to Noaich. “Seeing as you’re the brains of the operation, let me ask what you think is the right call.”

I pointed northwest, farther in the direction we had been moving to get distance between us and the swamp person. “Up that way, there’s a pack of some kind of arboreal wolf-cat things. I’m not sure how tough they are in a fight, but we could try and outmaneuver them, chip away at their numbers, and farm some experience points off of them. If they’re manageable, we can go in for a big fight, but if they’re not, we can probably outmaneuver them to escape.”

Predators are a smart target, Noaich conveyed to me, looking out of the nest in that direction, as if he could see what I could sense. Clear them out, and we can hunt their prey next.

“Simplistic,” I said, “but not untrue. And we might find some edible vegetation there that the predators won’t touch.”

Noaich made a motion that Wild Empathy translated to a nod. Maybe peppers, he added.

I snorted at that, but moved on, pointing east, and angling my arm to point down into the understory. “The nearest swarm of raptors is that way. More of the little green ones, probably. They’re in greater numbers than what we chased off last night, but I think it might not be too much for us to bite off, as long as you do your part to help chew it.”

Noaich cheerfully snapped his jaws, happy to have my faith in him. Fierce, he warned, despite his cheerful demeanor, very dangerous.

“Right, but that’s the challenge,” I pointed out. “The harder the fight, the greater the rewards.”

Despite my encouragement and his pride, he still seemed to balk at the suggestion. I moved on to the next possible target, pointing southeast, back the way we’d come. “If we head this way, there’s a big giant monkey-sloth thing. The armor plates will be a pain to fight through, but it might not put up much of a fight in return.”

Most dangerous, Noaich cautioned immediately.

“How’s that?” I asked.

Other predators will be watching, he warned. Scavengers. Competitors. When prey is weak, then the fight will start.

I nodded, pretending like I knew that already. Mostly because it had seemed so obvious to the reptile.

“And last but probably least,” I said, gesturing around ourselves, “there’s a lot of much smaller targets we could smoosh around here. Little monsters won’t be worth much exp, but they’ll be easy fights.”

Alone, Noaich corrected me, alone they would be easy. But small prey adds up. Might pick a fight that looks small and gets very big very fast.

“Alright then,” I said, turning my attention back from my surroundings to my companion. “I’m the eyes and I’ve told you what I’ve seen. If you’re the brains, what’s our target?”

Noaich considered for a second. I felt a little guilty about putting him on the spot like this. I was already trying to consider my own solution, in case making the decision was a problem for him. To my surprise, though, he had an answer after just a few seconds. And to shock me even further, it was smarter than anything I’d come up with.

Yes, Noaich conveyed with a confident tip of his head.

“Yes what?” I asked.

They are all targets, he said simply. Fight predators to the north first. Find out if we can win. Push hard. Get stronger. Fight raptors after. Will be hard fight, but we know we can win. Might even be easier without bird thing. Just have to recover after. Then we fight armored prey. With blood of many predators on us, enemies will leave us be. Won’t interfere. They’ll know we’ll win.

“And we get the experience points from everything,” I agreed. “The best of all plans. I’m impressed.”

The reptile beamed with pride at that. Or, at least, that’s what Wild Empathy told me. It was hard to interpret the expression of a big crocodile without the ability. He didn’t appear to be grinning any more or less than he already had been.

“Let’s get moving then,” I said, taking a moment to remind myself how to brachiate. “North first for the wolf-cats, and move fast. I’m confident that I’ll see them well before they see us.”


Chapter 36
High-Stakes Hide and Seek


Covering ground with brachiation was objectively slower than we could move if we were running on the forest floor. But because of the constant evaluation of branch strength and the perpetual state of flinging myself through the air, it felt like we were going much faster. Combined with the tingle of fear from the inability to sense the ground below us, the constant attention the task required made it a much more engaging way to travel.

To my surprise, I was already adapting to the constant glut of information that my new detection radius was feeding me. It had only been two days and I was already processing our surroundings well enough to circle wide around possible threats without actively thinking about it. Without really processing that one of those monkey-sloths was slowly clambering up a tree trunk, I led us far to the left, well out of its reach, even if I didn’t bother avoiding its detection radius.

And when the first of the wolf-cat things appeared in my detection radius, I brought us to a stop quickly, finding a thick spot in the branches to support the both of us.

“They’re near,” I warned as Noaich found a spot to settle in beside me. “Let’s just take a moment to make sure we take the best fight we can.”

Watching the creatures move, I saw that their brachiation was different from ours. With clawed paws, they couldn’t grip the branches like a hand would. Even Noaich’s longer reptilian digits were better suited to gripping than the wolf-cat paws were. Instead of swinging from branch to branch, they moved in quick bursts, sticking briefly on larger branches that would support them, or with their claws buried in tree trunks, and then running lightly along the branches between them and their next possible perch. It was interesting to watch while I remained still for a few seconds to use the active form of Beast Hunter to evaluate the area fully.

What we’d found was a smaller hunting party. There were five of them darting around together, spread out loosely to better scan for prey. Two other hunting parties were within range that I could sense from here, one farther to the northwest and the other almost directly east of us. To the northeast was the bulk of the pack, lounging on a dense cluster of branches, presumably waiting for the call to action from any of the hunting parties.

All together, there were twenty-five of the creatures. More than enough to make me anxious about the fight. If they were each as strong as a megantereon, I was dead meat. But the megantereon were solitary hunters, which meant that they had to be stronger individually to take down their prey. Pack hunters would be easier to handle, so long as Noaich and I could thin their numbers quickly and avoid falling prey to their teamwork tactics.

“As in all games, the first move is the most important,” I counseled, as much to myself as to Noaich. “I think we have a smart opening available, if we’re quick.”

Then be quick, Noaich replied.

With that prompting, I started moving, brachiating right towards the oncoming hunting party.

I didn’t know what the detection radius of the wolf-cats was, exactly, but I could guess based on their loose formation. Still, I erred on the side of caution as I blitzed into the path of their hunting pattern. It was easy to find a spot near the trunk of a tree that would support my weight, and once I did, I settled in and activated Hide in Plain Sight, cloaking myself and Noaich using the stealth skill.

For his part, I didn’t have to explain to Noaich. After we’d been set upon by an ambush predator the day before, he quickly deduced that we were employing the same strategy, positioning himself so that he could lunge at our foes when they approached.

And they were approaching.

It wouldn’t be long now.

We just had to see if my stealth skill was up to the task of defeating the hunting party’s detection.

The darting motion of the creatures didn’t adjust as they got closer. True to my expectation, the pack was moving our way. And as I planned, one member of the arboreal pack came right to us. It danced lightly across the branches at speed, before digging its claws into the tree trunk right beneath us. Its head turned quickly and instinctively, bright yellow slit-pupiled eyes scanning the branches for the path to its next perch.

The creature was a dappled brown color. Without the help of the system’s detection skill, I suspected I would struggle to even see it in the forest canopy. It was darker brown towards the head, but the lighter markings grew more numerous down its body to its thick tail, which looked almost ringed. Now that it was up-close, the comparison to a wolf seemed unfit. It was more like a coyote, with its large pointed ears, narrow fox-like snout, and smaller size than it had appeared in my detection—the distance had made it difficult to gauge.

I only had a second to appraise it as a foe. I could guess that its muzzle would be full of sharp bits for tearing flesh from bone, but it also had a terrifyingly thick and muscular thumb on each of its forelimbs, sporting a claw that didn’t completely retract like the others on its paws simply because it was too large.

Before I could evaluate further, I had to strike, or the opportunity would pass.

So I struck.

Both axes came down as fast as I could make them move, with my whole body weight behind them as I pounced. They struck just behind the creature’s shoulders, one crunching into its shoulder blade and the other smashing against the ribs just behind it.

Even without any buffs active, I could feel that I’d done tremendous damage, causing the creature to thrash in an attempt to escape before it could even ascertain the threat.

Noaich struck second, his powerful jaws clamping down on the right hind leg of the creature. When it tried to leap away from me, the force of its jump made a nasty popping sound come from its hip when Noaich’s grip stopped it cold.

There was time to strike again, and I couldn’t let it pass. Dropping down from my perch onto the wolf-cat thing, I slammed my face into the back of its skull, stunning it with Skull Bash. Once the damage boost from the ability was active, my axes came in from both sides and crashed against its neck in a merciless killing blow.

The creature was dead before it had even fully processed that it had been ambushed.

Its four companions, though, were already adjusting their trajectory, orienting on Noaich and I now that we were no longer hidden. And as they approached, the quartet let loose a high-pitched howling noise that was as shrill as it was haunting.

Without the active portion of Beast Hunter on, I couldn’t see the other members of the pack yet, but as the other, smaller creatures reacted to the sound by leaving the area at speed, I could guess at what the sound meant.

“Strike fast and hard,” I told Noaich. “Because we need to clean these up fast before their friends arrive.”

Noaich gave me a look that conveyed that what I’d said was obvious to the point of being unnecessary. But he didn’t disagree. The strategy was simple, but could be very effective. If we could defeat this group, then the next would be more manageable. And then the next group would get the same treatment. If we could keep ahead of the pack’s numbers as they converged, victory would be ours.

But if they were able to bring their full numbers against us at once, we would be overwhelmed and torn apart.

Less than a second later, the hunting party was upon us.

It was time to get to work.


Chapter 37
Howling For Backup


I worried for a moment that the hunting party was going to hold back to wait for the pack to come up to join them. If that was the case, then Noaich and I would need to go on the offensive, casting caution to the wind and putting us in a dangerous position. Fortunately for us, as soon as they finished their howl to call for help, they charged forward.

As a group, they moved in on us in perfect tandem. It was an impressive display of bestial coordination as they danced across the tree branches towards us. I found myself quickly grateful for all the time I’d spent practicing defensive tactics against the mandrills outside Jamestown, because without the extra durability, the first attack could have shredded me.

With an effort of will, I activated Enrage and wordlessly directed Noaich to Howl. With both buffs active, I tried to pick out one of the oncoming beasts. If I could keep track of one and focus my attention on it, I could ensure my victory. As long as I picked them off and thinned their numbers instead of spreading my damage around, then the arrival of reinforcements wouldn’t spell my doom.

Of the hunting party on top of me now, two of the four hit me at the same time, one low, and the other high. The one attacking low lashed out with its fanged maw, looking to snap at my calf, presumably to hobble any attempt to escape, while the one that came high dashed along the branches above me and swiped down at my face with its disproportionately large thumb-claw aimed to gouge out my eyes.

I picked my target and went for the wolf-cat attacking me low. It was just easier to combine a low counterattack with a duck that would let me avoid the high attack at the same time. One of my axes missed the mark but the other landed squarely on the creature, digging a huge gouge down its flank as it sank its teeth into the meat of my calf. It tried to tear away from me, but Noaich was there as well, lunging and snapping his jaws at it in turn. Blood sprayed from the creature as my companion chomped down on its shoulder, stopping it from escaping.

“You came to the wrong neighborhood,” I snapped, sweeping my axes down again.

This time both strikes landed, and with the enhancement of both Howl and Enrage, bone splintered under the attacks, killing the monster. Noaich shook the corpse once, spraying blood everywhere before he flung it away, sending it crashing down through the canopy branches.

The remaining three attacked simultaneously again, though this time they all went high, presumably trying to avoid the reach of Noaich’s jaws. It made it difficult to avoid the attacks, primarily because focusing purely on avoidance wasn’t an option. These weren’t mandrills that I was keeping busy. This was the vanguard of a whole mob of fuzzy foes. As much as I wanted to conserve my hit point total, I couldn’t afford to draw things out.

I had to trade blows.

The three attackers came from three different directions, but I didn’t have to split my focus. My objective was to kill one, not to manage them all at once.

I picked one of them, and as soon as it was within reach, I swept my axes up at it, first the left and then the right.

Claws dug into my shoulders, the other two wolf-cats lashing out simultaneously. Their natural weapons raked along my back as they moved to retreat past me, but my attacks landed on the third while they were still within range. My left handaxe landed and a burst of energy came from the strike, applying the Maim [bleed] effect to all three of them. It wasn’t a lot of damage, but it would add up on the others while I was finishing this one. The damage might also give them pause when it came to their next attack, as my back burned from the wounds they’d left on me.

My target twisted in the air as it tried to back off, fouling my second ax’s swing, but to my surprise, Noaich was there. His claws scrabbled against the trunk of the nearest tree as he used his climb skill to go from low to high with tremendous alacrity.

Still, the cat-wolf’s retreat was just as fast.

Instead of catching the monster’s gut to tear it open, his jaws snapped shut on the middle of its tail, which was too thin and sleek to offer a point to grip. It slid between Noaich’s fangs as the beast made good its escape, but not without leaving behind a trail of blood and fur to reflect the wound Noaich had scored.

“Good moves,” I said quickly, causing Noaich’s feathered crest to puff up with pride. As much as I wanted to protect him from harm, I had to get over that instinct if I wanted to survive. His jaws were a weapon, and if I kept him back, then I was literally fighting with one hand tied behind my back. A bit of encouragement was an easy way to keep my protective impulses in check.

The trio of monsters took a second to regroup, but charged in again quickly. The one Noaich had struck fell in behind one of the others, looking to avoid taking the frontline, but it wouldn’t work against us. My detection radius meant that I wasn’t relying only on my eyes. The trio regrouping did nothing to shuffle which was which for me.

So when the first two came in, I spun left to avoid the first one’s raking claws, and then ducked low to prevent the second’s fangs from sinking into my collarbone, but when the third attacked, I met it head on. Literally.

The pouncing creature was clearly intending to get a grip on me, to weigh me down so that I couldn’t avoid its companions. My instinct was to lean back to let it fly past me instead of latching onto my chest, but instead I leaned forward, driving my face into the front of its snout with Skull Bash.

As soon as it was stunned, I brought my axes up in a crossing motion. With the beast unable to move, the twin strikes opened up its belly, and after Noaich’s bite and the bleed from Maim, the monster’s corpse tumbled past me, spilling blood and guts all along the branches as it fell away.

The other two circled for a second, regrouping together to the south of us. I expected them to come and attack us again, but they hesitated. They’d dished out a little bit of damage to me, sure, but more than half their party had been slain now. They stopped, trying to appraise me more carefully and think through their next approach.

At the edge of my detection radius, I could sense the rest of the pack moving in, converging on the earlier howl. They were a little off-center, moving towards the direction where the hunting party had been howling instead of towards me directly, but they’d see me soon enough and correct their course.

The clock was ticking. If I just kept myself here, standing my ground, I was going to get overrun. Fast.

So I charged first.

Brachiating with my hands full felt about as dangerous as it probably was. Hopping from branch to branch while the system told me which ones my brachiate skill believed would hold my weight was much harder without having another point of contact.

I simply had to be 100% right 100% of the time, or I’d fall through the branches and into the forest understory below.

Possibly all the way down to the ground.

And, against all odds, I did it. Just like the wolf-cats were running along the tops of the branches, I did, too. Before the last two beasts could react to my sudden change in strategy, I was upon them.

One of them tried to flee, jumping away from the branch where they’d been, but the other bristled and stood its ground, raising its hackles and baring its fangs.

That was a deadly mistake.

It ducked under the swipe of my first axe, but the second one smashed into its lower jaw, sending teeth scattering through the air. Even if it didn’t mechanically stun it, the creature staggered, failing to flee or defend itself for a second.

And then Noaich came up behind me, surging past and lunging.

He hit it like an apex predator.

Jaws clamped around its neck and he threw his body into a roll. It was a movement that I recognized as best-suited to the water, or even on land, but as his limbs tucked in and his tail thrashed, he rolled across the branches with a deftness that much resembled his brachiation. It could only be instinct.

I tried to imagine what would happen if a behemoth like his mother clamped onto something and spun like this and then very quickly tried to un-imagine it.

The wolf-cat’s limbs smashed against the branches as it went, and the beast was dead for several seconds before Noaich let the body fall from his jaws.

“Excellent form,” I said, praising him again. “Good teamwork, too.”

Noaich puffed up with pride, though he didn’t let the compliment distract him as he turned towards the direction the last of the hunting party had fled. He was happy to have his contribution recognized, but his head was still in the game. That was good.

It seemed like that wolf-cat wasn’t coming back, though. Not immediately. It was circling wide to the east and heading north, rushing to meet the oncoming pack.

“That was five,” I said warningly, taking a moment before activating a charge of Second Wind with a grimace. I’d need the hit points soon enough, and the sooner I got the cooldown ticking, the better. “Here come ten more, plus the one straggler. Are you ready?”

Despite asking, it wasn’t as if either of us had a choice in the matter.


Chapter 38
Predator, Meet Bigger Predator


I expected the pack to set upon us like the raptor swarm had, moving as one entity and overwhelming us with numbers. To my surprise, though, the wolf-cats didn’t have the same hunting strategy as the raptors. Instead of swarming, the group spread out to encircle us, some of them ascending to posts higher up in the canopy above us to stop us from escaping in that direction.

Recognizing their strategy might have saved my life.

They were pack hunters, seeking to corner us and bleed us out. That meant that when they attacked, they’d do so from directions they believed I couldn’t defend.

When one of them broke from the dome-like formation surrounding us, it moved towards us head on.

Considering how quickly we’d dispatched the others, it was a suicidal move.

Which meant it was a feint.

Instead of trying to defend from that front, I watched the beasts behind me through my detection skill. Three of the wolf-cats broke away from the formation and charged behind me, looking to hit me right as the feint from the front would break away. Like the hunting party, they were timing their approach to attack all together as one.

I hid my awareness of their attacks until just before they struck.

One of the attackers lunged up at me from below, while the other two came at my back from both the left and right. They didn’t realize that I knew they were coming until it was too late. Before the attacks landed, I dove to the left, spinning as I danced over the surface of the canopy’s branches. The three attackers tried to correct for my movement, but I could already hear jaws snapping shut just behind where I was.

I swept my axes at the nearest of the three, opening two deep wounds on its flank. It tried to flee, but as before, Noaich and I were in tune. He understood that we needed to focus on the same target.

When the wounded wolf-cat tried to run, he pounced. This time, he closed his jaws around its throat, and with a sickening snap, flung the corpse through the branches below.

The next wave of attackers was more numerous.

Five of them came in, and none of them were feints. It was too much for me to avoid every strike, but I was able to twist and turn as they came, only taking a few scratches. Noaich lashed out again, his thick tail slapping one of them hard enough to stagger it when all five of them tried to dance away from us. The two of us quickly pounced on the weakened foe whose escape had been stalled, tearing it apart before it could recover.

“That’s right,” I said confidently, “keep coming in small numbers. That makes you much easier to handle.”

As soon as I said it, I realized it was a mistake.

The wolf-cats could understand what I was saying thanks to Wild Empathy.

And the pack was smart enough to act on it.

“Whoops.”

The loose dome formation that the pack had made around us contracted rapidly. The standard pack tactics were abandoned in favor of the same moves as the hunting party, but on double the scale. They came in and attacked all at once from every angle.

The wolf-cats were smart enough to respond to my inadvertent tip, but they weren’t smart enough to realize why this was a bad idea. There was just a single cracking sound before the combined weight of everything converging caused the branches Noaich and I stood on to bend and break. As we fell, most of the charging wolf-cats fell as well, tumbling after us.

Fortunately, the understory was beneath us. There were several branches thick enough to slow us down as we came down. Noaich managed to catch a hold of one that held his weight, but the first three that I hit broke under my weight while I returned one ax to my hip to free a hand. When I finally got a grip on a branch that didn’t immediately snap, I had so much speed that it just kept bending down, down, down.

I plunged through the bottom layer of the forest understory. The branch that was holding my weight finally arrested my fall, but I was three feet beneath the ceiling of foliage when I came to a stop, with the branch jutting downwards towards the forest floor distantly below. Probably too far to survive a fall. Definitely too far to still be able to stand afterwards.

Things became tremendously complicated as the wolf-cats came out of the forest canopy after me.

More graceful than I was, the more than a half-dozen of the pack of predators dropped down onto the same branch as me. The branch was thick and bushy, and the agile creatures landed lightly on it, causing it to bend just a little farther down.

I was trapped. I couldn’t reach any other branches with how far down this one had bent. I couldn’t clamber up onto this one without hooking my other ax back to my belt, and that would leave me vulnerable to getting ripped open while I was unable to defend myself.

My instincts screamed, though.

Something was wrong, and it took a full second to realize what.

Even as the wolf-cats crept towards me, I looked down.

There was a daeodon down there.

It was huge. About average size for a daeodon, but that meant it would dwarf the average SUV. At least ten feet tall at the shoulder and over fifteen feet from nose to tail, absolutely coated in dense muscles covered by a thick, bristly hide.

Right below us was the corpse of one of the wolf-cats that Noaich and I had killed above that had fallen all the way through the branches. The daeodon was coated in gore as it feasted on the discovered meal. There was a loud crack as the smaller creature’s ribcage shattered between its jaws. Meat, organs, and bone all

The sound made me snap my attention back to the wolf-cats on the branch with me. I was surprised to find them standing stock-still instead of advancing on me. It didn’t take long to figure out why. Their attention was locked on to the daeodon as well. Not only was it messily devouring one of their own, but it was demonstrating quite effectively why it was so frightening.

I looked the other direction, following the branch to where it met the tree trunk. It was holding for now, but my sharpened senses could hear the strain in the wood there. Sure, the daeodon couldn’t get up here, but with the strain of the wood, slamming into the base of this tree might shake us loose—or bring the whole branch down like a pinata of crunchy treats.

We just had to not get noticed. We were outside of the daeodon’s detection radius, but we were in plain sight. If it looked up, it wouldn’t matter that it couldn’t detect us through the system. It could just see us.

I considered myself lucky that both me and the wolf-cats were on the same page here. I liked my odds more if I was fighting against them up here than I did squaring off against the giant pig-monster after falling far enough to break both my legs. At the same time, they understood that if they wanted to eat me, they couldn’t let the daeodon get wind of me. Before the apocalypse, I wouldn’t have been inclined to share my burger with a chicken nugget. So too, the daeodon would probably balk at the idea of letting the wolf-cats have a bite of me.

Below us, the creature finished devouring the corpse. For a terrifying moment I thought it might look up to see if more treats were forthcoming, but it just started snuffling at the ground, slowly working its way away from us. It would be a few minutes before it was far enough away for combat to resume without alerting the larger predator, but the time was approaching.

I needed an escape plan.

There were two options. I could stay hanging from the branch and try to hack at the beasts with my offhand axe while they came for me. It was the move to hold onto my hit points for as long as possible. It wasn’t a good way to survive past the next few minutes. One solid strike to my hand or arm and I’d fall to my death. But the only alternative was trying to throw caution to the wind and climb back up into the forest canopy, and let them freely rip up my sides and back on the way up. It would get me to level ground for a fight, but it was going to put me at a huge disadvantage for the fight itself.

As the daeodon vanished into the forest, I was out of time.

I had to choose how I was going to lose this fight.

The wolf-cats turned their attention back to me, the nearest of them stalking forward, watching cautiously for my potential defense. The time was coming to choose, but I found myself paralyzed by indecision.

My survival wasn’t just for me.

If I chose wrong and died, Noaich didn’t have a way to escape. I was going to bring us both down. I had to—

A pair of bloody jaws dropped down from the forest canopy above. They snapped shut on the branch just below my hand with tremendous force. There was a crunch of wood breaking.

And just like that, the branch with the bulk of the wolf-cats on it was falling away to the forest floor. They were too light and agile to suffer from more than some bruising from the landing on the ground far below.

I thought for a moment they would just swarm back up the tree trunks to rejoin the fight, but when the branch crashed to the forest floor, they scattered. It was obvious why a second later as the daeodon returned in response to the noise, its enormous bulk turned to a deep brown blur as it charged in pursuit of the fleeing morsels.

I looked up at Noaich and forced myself to grin.

“Good work, kid,” I said, causing him to puff up with pride once more.


Chapter 39
Uninvited Guest


The rest of the morning went as planned. As we climbed back into the forest canopy, the rest of the wolf-cats—along with the other two hunting parties—fled rather than facing us with their much-reduced numbers.

After looting the spoils of our kills, and resting to recover from our wounds, we moved on.

Fighting the raptors went about as well as it could have. Overwhelming numbers couldn’t contend with our extremely advanced tactic of me and Noaich watching each other’s backs. Generous use of Maim softened them up enough to make the fight manageable despite the swarm’s ferocity.

After nearly a full minute of terrifying dinosaur whack-a-mole, the remains of the swarm turned tail and fled, leaving us victorious.

Fighting the armor-plated primate was much less of a challenge, but not without struggle. It tucked itself into a tree like a limpet and let its heavy plated armor defend it.

This was a surprisingly sound strategy.

My weapons could only push damage through its DEF rating when I was benefitting from the direct DAM increase of Noaich’s Howl ability. Even with Enrage active, the straight damage multiplier was being applied to attacks for 0 damage. That meant there were long periods of time between Howls where we just had to wait.

I worried that it left us vulnerable to attack by the forest canopy’s predators, but true to Noaich’s expectation, we were spattered with blood, fur, and feathers from the wolf-cats and the raptors together. Nothing wanted to mess with us after we’d driven so many predators out of the region.

Once all was said and done, we had a whole bucket of experience points, more meat than I could carry, and a few lucky drops.

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

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

Armored Pithecus Teeth
Reagent, Weapon Material
Reagent Properties: Boosts DEF. Grinding required.
Weapon Material Properties: Increases DEF while equipped.

We took some time in the afternoon to hunt for edible vegetation. I found some arboreal vines with edible seed pods, and Noaich was able to find the vine-grown fruit that his mother had provided for him. The closest thing I could compare them to were treetop tomatoes. They were green rather than red, which I found alarming, but the soft texture and pleasant—more savory than sweet—flavor put my fears to rest.

Despite my concerns, we bedded down in the pelagornis nest again. It was large enough for us to sleep in without being afraid of rolling out of the treetops, and no other occupants appeared, meaning that it was likely just those two who lived here.

The next day, I used the expanded mode on Beast Hunter to survey our surroundings once more, and we chatted about picking our targets while we ate.

Once our plan was made, we went out to hunt.

We fought back the rallying wolf-cat pack, took on another pelagornis as it tried to muscle in on the territory vacated by the pair we’d fought, and then focused on gathering as much of the treetop tomatoes as we could find to shore up our dietary needs.

And then the next day was the same. I scanned for targets, we made a plan, and enacted it. We came back to what I was already thinking of as “our nest” with the spoils.

As the days passed, we grew stronger. I accumulated more equipment. Noaich grew incrementally larger, gaining a few pounds as his Growth meter filled up, and our bond grew stronger as we fought together.

And, finally, after the days became weeks, I reached Level 6. And in the days that followed, my skills grew to match my new caps. Brachiation became as natural as walking. Identifying flora as edible came a little easier. And fewer threats could hide while within my detection radius.

Colin Richardson
Level 6 Beastmaster

HP: 636/636
MP: 0/0
SP: 110/110

STR: 18
CON: 20
DEX: 14
AGI: 18
INT: 10
WIS: 8

[Class Abilities]

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.
Savagery (Passive): You have taken on a beastly aspect. Non-humans will more readily accept you as a contemporary to 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.

[Class Achievements]

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: Deal 1,000 damage with your pet (lifetime). All pet damage is increased by 2.5%.
Sixth Sense: Detect 1,000 hostile creatures using Beast Hunter (Lifetime). Beast Hunter’s activated form can be used to make survival skill checks.

[Skill Achievements]

Sentry VIII: Succeed on detection skill checks against hostile beings 3,200 times (Lifetime). Increase detection radius by 80%.
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:
Sloth-claw Axe of Constitution
DAM: 20
DEL: 15
+2 CON

Offhand:
Crude Handaxe
DAM: 10
DEL:15

---

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 6 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 450/450
MP: 300/300
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Very Friendly
Growth: 80/100

STR: 10
CON: 16
DEX: 14
AGI: 8
INT: 15
WIS: 12

[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.

Every morning, I used my detection radius to scan, searching for prey within our territory, or rival predators to drive off to keep our skills sharp.

I wasn’t sure when I started to think of them in those terms, but I suspected that the Savagery passive ability was involved somehow. As soon as I acquired it, I noticed that smaller animals—who had previously scattered at my approach and given away my movements—were a lot more chill in my presence.

Larger animals were also more willing to respect our territory once they saw me as a fellow beast as well. That complicated hunting, forcing us to range a bit. Not that we didn’t have to range anyway. There was only so much moisture we could get from the treetop tomatoes, forcing us down to the ground to have a proper drink of water. There was a natural spring a little farther north that I liked to frequent, as it was closer to our nest than the river south of the swamp person’s shack.

Not that they could ever be far from my mind. Every time we ventured to the forest floor, I saw signs of the swamp person. Their plodding footprints were easy to spot. Almost as easy as the occasional dismantled daeodon. The quest to discover who or what they were remained unfinished, but the only way I was ever going to be comfortable confronting them directly was if I thought I could survive the encounter if they were hostile.

Considering how far I was from being comfortable going head-to-head with a daeodon, I was happy to shove that challenge off for another day.

It was the middle of the third week in the treetops when something alarming happened. First thing in the morning, I did my usual scan of our territory, notifying Noaich of a lone wolf-cat moving at speed through the northwest corner of our territory, heading straight south, giving us wide berth.

But I stopped dead when something else appeared.

Something alarming.

“Mandrill,” I said instantly. “In the treetops.”

Noaich perked up, his feathered crest flaring up with obvious agitation. The very mention of his former captors was enough to get his blood up.

“It’s riding something,” I reported. “Something big, so it’s not using its own brachiation.” I broadened my focus and tried to take in the whole scene of the spectacle of treetop mandrill cavalry. Its mount had a great fleshy frill emerging from its back behind the rider. A dimetrodon? “It’s hunting the northern pack of wolf-cats.”

Can’t have those, Noaich snapped. He punctuated the sentence by snapping his jaws in the air to the north. We need them. They keep the western raptor swarm from getting too bold.

I tried not to be impressed by his intuition. He was learning more and more every day, and he’d already started off smarter than me.

Noaich was right. If there wasn’t another pack predator to compete for resources to the northwest, the raptors there would swell their numbers more than enough to force us out of our territory.

“Let’s go investigate,” I said, breaking the active form of Beast Hunter so that we could get moving.

Investigate, Noaich snorted. You can investigate. I’ll be too busy feasting.


Chapter 40
Reconnaissance Mission


Brachiating through the canopy had changed a lot since we’d completed our first climb.

In addition to our much higher skills, Noaich also benefited from my skill achievements, which let us play much faster and looser with our routing. Our movement style had transitioned from a slow and steady path along the stronger branches we could find into a hybrid between that and what the wolf-cats had done, dancing along the tops of branches that could only support us for a single step as we cut between the larger branches we could swing from.

From Noaich’s mood, I expected to have to physically stop him when we approached the mandrill. He seemed quietly enraged at the audacity of one of his former captors to exist where we could see them. To my surprise, though, when we came within our detection radius of the mandrill, he pulled up short so that we could appraise the situation and come up with an intelligent approach.

From where we were, I could see that much of the wolf-cat pack was making a controlled effort to retreat. In addition to several of them fleeing the area, a small number were huddled in the rotted-out trunk of a dead tree on the forest floor beneath us. Presumably there were more in there, and I’d failed on my detection skill checks to defeat their stealth skill, but that wasn’t important.

What was important was the mandrill. It did look like it was riding a dimetrodon—or at least some kind of giant sail-backed creature—by straddling its neck. The dimetrodon was slower at brachiating around the canopy than the wolf-cats, but the mandrill was holding something that I honestly had to see with my own eyes rather than my enhanced senses before I could acknowledge it.

Because from here, it looked like a crossbow.

It was hunting the wolf-cats and dispatching them with quick and brutal efficiency one after another wherever it could find them.

“Alright,” I said quietly to Noaich. “What’s the plan?”

The reptile was vibrating with rage, but that meant that this was the perfect time to ask. There were few opportunities to really test his intelligence, and I couldn’t afford to miss one.

Challenging him would make him stronger, and if he wanted to be a wizard lizard, his mind was where he needed to be strongest.

I was pleased to see my companion take a moment to calm himself visibly. He recognized the need to think clearly. Noaich also recognized the need to use his expanded senses and find a logical course with actual information, not just his gut instinct for violence.

As he thought about the problem, the wolf-cats mounted a counter-offensive on the mounted mandrill. Just shy of a dozen of them converged on it, using the same tactics they’d used against us. The mandrill and its mount took a few scratches and bites, but it was just a few seconds before the two of them tore apart the attack force. The mount did a lot of the work on the attackers that came from below with its powerful jaws, while the mandrill was reliably one-shotting everything that came within reach of its powerful arms, and using the contraption at its side to wound whatever it could see whenever there was no target in reach.

It was a bit slower than Noaich and I could have taken the same size force, but there was no way of telling if the mandrill was using cooldowns to fight at maximum efficiency or if it was conserving them for a larger threat. To me, that meant that a straight fight would be even at worst, with us favored if we could capitalize on our superior detection and agility. If Noaich wanted to fight, I was confident that we could win.

But I’d put that in Noaich’s hands.

Could fight, Noaich said at last. Could win. Probably win. Definitely win. Attack from behind and above. Mount too heavy to ascend to meet us. Can circle faster than it can turn, and its sail will block the mandrill’s shots.

“Is that the plan, then?” I asked, putting on a dubious tone of voice. I didn’t actually have a counterpoint. I just wanted to make him think it all the way through.

No, he replied quickly, even though he didn’t say anything again right away. After a moment he added: shortsighted.

I nodded, pretending like I was happy to hear his correction.

Where did it come from? Noaich asked. What is it doing up here? Do the mandrills have more mounts? After a moment of hesitation that went on for just long enough to convey how uncomfortable this next question made him, he finished: Is this what they had planned for me?

It was a brilliant piece of long-term thinking. Killing the mandrill and its mount was indeed shortsighted in the face of these questions. If we took them out, we tipped our hand. This one mandrill alone was a reasonable force to scatter the wolf-cats, but that only meant that whoever sent them didn’t know we were up here. If this guy didn’t make it back home, they’d send a much more robust force to investigate.

One that we might not be able to fight against.

I had a sudden terrible vision of a mandrill alpha sitting astride something as powerful as Noaich’s mom, hunting through the treetops for us.

“Those are excellent questions,” I said. “Questions we need answers for. So how do we get those answers?”

We investigate, Noaich grumbled.

The choice of word wasn’t lost on me. It was how I’d framed our rush over here in the first place. That was good. It meant he thought I was actually a brilliant tactician instead of just lucky.

“We investigate carefully,” I said, “with all possible caution. I know it’s going to suck to deal with the western raptor swarm while this pack recovers their numbers, but it’s not going to suck as much as frequent mandrill cavalry patrols encroaching on our territory without warning.”

Or missing answers to our other questions, Noaich agreed.

“I didn’t know there was a mandrill settlement so close,” I said firmly. “It must be new here. And if they learn about our spring, they’ll be a problem sooner rather than later. It’s one thing to know if they’re going to be a permanent addition to our neighborhood, but it’s another to know if they’re going to make our survival a problem.”

And if this was what they wanted with me, Noaich added. I want to know. I need to know.

I should have realized that this bothered him so much. I’d been thinking that his freedom was enough, and that getting away from his captivity would be what he needed to recover emotionally. Apparently the mystery had been eating at him.

“We’ll get your answer,” I said. “If we can get it here, we’ll get it.”

Noaich gave a nod to convey agreement, accepting the comforting words. I wasn’t sure how any investigation was going to turn up answers about that, but as I was so fond of saying before the apocalypse, I had to be in it to win it. If I didn’t follow this mandrill back to where it kept its mount, I wasn’t going to learn anything.

“So we lurk, we follow, and we learn,” I said to Noaich, giving him a reassuring pat on the head. “Excellent deduction.”

His mood took a turn for the better in response to the praise. I wondered if he would take it better if he knew that he’d truly impressed me by arriving at this answer completely independently, or if my words would have less of an impact if he knew I was the dumb one between the two of us. Keeping him confident in my leadership seemed the smartest course for now, even if it meant he might end up with an awkward angry teenager phase when he realized I was faking it the whole time.

Investigate now, Noaich agreed. Revenge later.

“Revenge later is a promise I can definitely keep,” I said with a grin. “I can’t promise to extract answers that this encampment might not have, but they’ve definitely got blood. And when all is said and done, we definitely have the power to extract that.”


Chapter 41
The Time For Action


Pursuing the mandrill was trivial. Our Detection reached so much farther than the mandrill’s, which meant we didn’t even have to bother with stealth, and while the sail-backed mount proved to be impressively deft at brachiation and climbing, the mandrill wasn’t in a hurry after scattering the wolf-cats. We had to push ourselves a little to keep up, but the rider’s lax pace didn’t put us at too big of a disadvantage.

The mandrill moved due east for a time before returning to the forest floor. The trip down was an impressive display on the part of the rider, as it stayed astride its mount as it climbed down the trunk of a tree headfirst.

Noaich and I following suit was far from dignified.

On the ground, instead of continuing east, the rider went straight south from there.

For a few moments it seemed like the rider was going to outpace us once we were on solid ground, but its mount started to misbehave. The creature wasn’t actively trying to shrug off its rider, but through a combination of Beast Hunter’s detection and Wild Empathy’s cue for reading its intent, it seemed to be growing less and less okay with the passenger. From the way it started to move—sidling diagonally and tossing its head—I intuited that it was considering the possibility that its rider could be a tasty snack.

It wasn’t long before its destination appeared, though, so the mount never got to act on its rising feral impulses.

This was well within the bounds of what I had considered our territory in the treetops, which stunned me for a second before I looked closer. It wasn’t a real town, but was just a camp, clearly intended to be temporary. Instead of their usual stilted wooden houses, the accommodations were closer to that of Jamestown on a much smaller scale. Three crude lean-tos tucked up against the trunks of the nearest trees, clearly built using the parts for a trio of travois, and two tents in the middle of the clear space between them.

The only thing that looked like a more permanent structure was a fenced pen, where two more of the sail-backed creatures were stalking around, their low-slung bodies making a susurrus scraping through the dirt as they sought escape from the high wood-and-stone barrier that kept them in. At one end was a solid-looking wooden gate, and through my detection skill, I could see that there were old bite marks all over the wood there.

The rider struggled for a moment with its uncooperative mount to get it into the pen without letting the other two out. The echoing hoot that came from deep in its chest reverberated through the forest for a long moment before two other mandrills stumbled out of one of the two tents to assist.

Even from here, Wild Empathy did its work. I could catch bits and pieces of what they were saying to each other, processing their gesture-heavy language into something approximating English. Just the same, I activated Hide In Plain Sight to let Noaich and I continue our approach under the cover of our stealth skills.

Get them, the rider snapped to the other two—though I supposed the two extra mounts meant they were all riders. Why are you letting them go without so long?

You were out, one of them replied weakly with a gesture north, back the way the rider had come. It was obviously not the right answer, though the rider didn’t press the issue as the third of their number rushed to the nearest of the crude wooden lean-tos.

When the third one emerged, he was carrying an armload of big cloth sacks. There was a strangely familiar herbal smell coming from them. A strange mixture of sweet, minty, and medicinal. Instead of emptying the sacks, the mandrill just pitched them into the enclosure.

The mounts’ agitation immediately dissolved. They set upon the cloth bags like predators to prey, but with strangely playful attitudes. They nipped at the sacks, chased them around, and briefly squabbled over which one belonged to which creature. Their teeth and claws perforated the bags, and the smell of the contents grew much stronger. Within moments, the earlier agitation was replaced with a calm satisfaction. They settled in to rest.

The whole while, though, the mandrills’ conversation continued.

You two will get yourselves killed, the rider continued. And I’m not gonna be the one to clean it up.

We might be the appetizer and dessert, one of the others shot back, gesturing between the two who had been in the camp, before reaching out and giving a playful pat on the shoulder to the rider. But we all know who the main course is.

Yeah, the other camper added, visibly holding back laughter, if they’re going to go fully wild again and eat our asses, we all know who the biggest ass of all is.

Despite the obvious dig at the one who seemed to be the leader, all three of them dissolved into cackling laughter at that. Apparently they were discussing their deaths at the teeth and claws of their own mounts often enough for it to be a big joke to them.

“Weird,” I whispered to Noaich as we crept closer to the camp. “The mounts aren’t fully tamed?”

The bags, Noaich replied immediately. Some kind of drug.

“Yeah, there’s a medicinal smell,” I said quickly, trying to reassure him. “But it just seems to be like… catnip or something. Just mellowing them out.”

No, Noaich snapped, the tone of his rebuttal much sharper than normal. This is something more.

The mandrills recovered from their joke after a second. One of them set about building up the firepit while the other two leaned against the fence, watching their mounts grow more sluggish and complacent as the herbal bags did their work.

It seems like it’s still working, one of the mandrills said, its expression putting a tone of awe in the words. I thought it would grow less effective with repeated exposure, but every day our asses go uneaten, I am happier and happier to be proven wrong.

Father will be pleased, the other said with a nod.

The tone told me that the word “Father” was a title and wasn’t literally a parent. Or… something like that. Perhaps Father was a name in their language. Or perhaps the mandrills’ gesture-filled language had different gestures when talking about one’s own dad or the dad of the person the mandrill is speaking to. Either way, Wild Empathy warned me that the word held a different connotation to them, and that English just didn’t have the right word for it.

That means we’re cutting the deal? The one at the fire called over as it moved to one of the lean-tos. The shaman is making more?

Silently, the rider nodded. The one tending the fire returned from the lean-to holding a crude metal pan, clutching the implement close to its chest like it was made of precious glass. In its other hand was a large cut of meat.

We put our lives on the line for this, the rider said at last. I hope Father recognizes our sacrifice.

I hope he doesn’t, the other at the fence said immediately. Both the others started at the confession. You’ve heard how he’s discussed The Plan. In his eyes, there’s no greater honor than the next part. The Big One.

All three suddenly shuddered. The one at the fire nearly dropped the cut of meat from its trembling hands.

Might be fun, the rider said tentatively. If the Big One gets as stoned as these fellows, I wouldn’t mind seeing that.

The rider gestured at the mounts. One of them was still actively batting around its cloth sack, but the other two had settled down in a deep lethargy. One was chewing on its herb-filled toy, while the other was lying on its side, one clawed foot reaching absently and batting at the air above its head.

And if it doesn’t work? the cook asked, slapping the meat into the pan cold and holding it over the fire barehanded like an idiot.

That’s why I think it should be us, the rider said wistfully. Or, at least, me. If we return and tell the shaman that the herbs worked, and we’re wrong, whoever goes to the Big One won’t come back. The rider’s gaze took a far-off, haunted cast. Would you be able to live with yourself after that?

There was a long moment of silence at that. It was strange to see the conversation go from jokes to something so dark, but I tried not to let it distract me.

“We’ll get answers here, I think,” I said to Noaich. “If those bags mean something to you, this is clearly a field test. They’ve gotta have more materials. Something I can study. We might be a few experiments away from closure for you.”

Noaich nodded. He wasn’t telling me the whole story, but now wasn’t the time to squabble about it.

“This is our chance,” I said, drawing my axes. “Their mounts are out of the fight for a little while thanks to their drugs. Without them, we can win if we start with a good ambush.” I looked to Noaich, making sure he was on board with an attack. From the eager glint in his eyes, it seemed he was more than ready. “Besides, we can’t let them report on the success of their experiment, right?”

Finally. Revenge, Noaich growled deep in his throat. It wasn’t necessarily the most tactically sound appraisal of our plan, but it suited me just fine.


Chapter 42
Rip And Tear


It was amazing to me the difference it made to have stealth be a class skill for me. Even with my stealth skill being over leveled as a cross-class skill, I could never get within thirty feet of a mandrill without getting spotted. Now, Noaich and I crept into their camp without trouble.

I stood only a few feet behind the rider, while all three were totally oblivious to my presence.

Inside the pen, the mounts were definitely dimetrodons from the bicolor-patterned fleshy sails on their backs. Something of a cross between a crocodile and a cow, covered in a leathery hide with neither scales nor armor plates, but low-slung with fang-filled snouts. They were about twelve feet from the tip of their muzzle to the end of the arching sail on their backs, with another six feet of lashing tail behind that. Barely large enough to be a serviceable mount for something the size of a mandrill, with only one viable spot to sit right behind its head and right in front of the front part of its sail. I couldn’t imagine why the mandrills would ride something like this, but I couldn’t imagine anything I’d encountered in these woods that would be better-suited to the task without being a murderous beast too dangerous to approach.

That thought reframed the shudder the trio had shared at the mention of “The Big One” earlier. The dimetrodons were obviously a trial run for something bigger.

My earlier vision of a mandrill alpha with Noaich’s mother under his command suddenly seemed a lot less unrealistic.

Turning my attention back to the foes directly in front of us, I could see these mandrills clearly came from a different group of mandrills than the ones outside Jamestown. All three were female, but they were wearing a much denser collection of adornments. Bits of bone and cloth were woven into the lighter mane-like fur around their heads. The rider was also wearing a scrap of crude woven reeds like a mantle, clearly denoting some leadership role.

The rider was carrying something approximating a crossbow at her side. It was little more than a block of wood with a bow lashed to it, with no crank or trigger mechanic. It was likely used like a crude bow that accommodated the mandrill’s higher strength but lower manual dexterity in comparison to humans. The stock of the weapon would make it easier to grip and aim for a creature with a slightly different limb configuration.

Was this a more civilized group of the primate-people? If they were doing chemical experiments and using crossbows, it seemed likely. What other tricks might they have that I was unprepared for?

It was possible that I was about to bite off way more than I could chew.

But as Noaich crept up on the other mandrill beside the dimetrodon pen, there was no turning back. I couldn’t really communicate to him that we were going to hang back and observe any longer. I wasn’t sure if he’d even listen to me if I ordered it, either.

That meant I had to strike first. So long as the mandrills saw me before they saw him, they might identify me as the bigger threat.

So I struck first.

The rider noticed me right as I lunged. It seemed that there was a distance where I simply could not escape notice, and while I wished I could figure out if it was a sign of a stealth skill check penalty for me or an automatic detection skill success for her, there simply wasn’t a way to tell. Not without making an agreement between her and I to let me go back and have a do-over to see if the same thing happened again.

I activated Enrage right before I struck, swinging both axes together at the base of her spine.

The mandrill twisted in reaction to my sudden appearance, causing the attacks to strike her on the side below her ribs instead, but it was still a devastating blow that slammed my foe face-first into the sturdy wall of the pen.

There was a hoot of alarm from the mandrill by the fire, but it was too late for the other one by the pen. Noaich lunged with a Howl, boosting both of our DAM ratings right as he clamped his jaw down on the thigh of his target.

Instead of releasing to bite again, or even chomping down harder, Noaich threw himself into a roll. It wasn’t as smooth or effortless as when he’d done it in the water—I’d seen him snatch a beast from the water’s edge at our spring and absolutely obliterate it in seconds—but it was no less powerful. His growing bulk was more than enough to take his victim from her feet and slam her again and again into the unforgiving forest floor, turning the primate into a windmill of pain faster than she could blink.

The mandrill at the fire leaped up and rushed to attack Noaich, brandishing the fire-heated metal pan like a club, heedless of the half-cooked cut of meat as it thwapped to the forest floor with a wet noise.

I couldn’t let that attack land.

As the rider whirled on me, I smashed her in the temple with my elbow, using the blow to activate Skull Bash, and to push off of her for momentum. With the rider stunned, I launched myself at the cook, leaping over Noaich’s death roll to defend him.

The cook tried to refocus her attack on me, but the pan made for a clumsy weapon. It was too top-heavy, and my parry skill was up to the task of deflecting it away from me, leaving the cook unbalanced. I smashed my axes into the mandrill’s shoulder immediately after, causing bone to fracture audibly under the twin blows. There was a ringing sound of the metal pan hitting the ground as the cook fell back, reeling from the wound.

I didn’t have time to follow-up. The rider hadn’t been slowed down by her wound and I had the tremendous lack of foresight of giving her space to bring her crossbow to bear. As expected, she wielded it closer to a bow instead of a crossbow, holding it up and pulling the string back manually, loaded with a sharpened wooden stick.

There was a crude wooden twanging sound as the missile was launched vaguely in my direction.

It would have been far too generous to call it an arrow or bolt. The projectile was really just a wooden stake, sharp at one end with no feathers or other guides to make it even slightly aerodynamic. It was a miracle—or perhaps the work of the system—that it continued on its path point-on instead of tumbling uselessly end-over-end.

The shot wasn’t quite square at me, and when I instinctively ducked down and to the left, I felt it ruffle the feathers on my hat.

It took a moment to recognize the power of my dodge skill keeping me out of danger there.

With the cook reeling, I leaped back over the still-rolling Noaich. The mandrill he’d had a grip on might have been dead already—blood was spraying from her arm with bone sticking out of it—but he was still going. There was no time to check or help him.

The rider tried to dart away, deftly jumping over the gate and into the dimetrodon pen to try and escape my reach, forcing me to give chase as she readied another bolt to aim my way.

Instead of leaping over the fence, I ran towards the gate. It was simple wood, and weakened by the gnawing of the dimetrodons. There was a thunk of the next crude bolt slamming into the wooden post next to my head, but I ignored it, focusing on the gate.

I smashed one axe into it, splitting the damaged wood next to the crude latch right before slamming my shoulder into it to bust it open in one smooth motion.

It was a simple latch with no lock. I probably could have just opened it. But the adrenaline coursing through my system demanded action, not logic.

The third shot from the crude crossbow caught me in the shoulder right after I slammed the gate open. It didn’t actually hurt that much, and checking confirmed that it didn’t take out too much of my hit points, but the force behind the missile forcibly turned my body away, setting me off-balance.

As soon as I recovered, I charged, and the rider struggled to ready another shot. She was backpedaling fast. The shaky movement meant that she struggled to line up the crude stake with the bowstring.

She was also just a little bit slower than me.

I closed the distance as fast as I could, raising my axes and hoping that my menacing charge would scare her into making a mistake.

“Run! Run!” I barked, trying to intimidate her further. “Run, coward!”

She was instantly visibly unnerved, and I shot her a fearsome grin as soon as I understood why. Wild Empathy was translating my words for her. The rider understood me, and she wasn’t going to know why.

She stumbled.

I pounced.

I didn’t hesitate, just slammed my left axe down on her as fast as I could get on top of her.

My right axe came down a second later, with my left already rising to come down again.

She tried to ward me off with the crossbow in one hand and the unfired bolt in the other, but neither could hold up well against my axes. With both Enrage and Howl active still, she was dead in seconds, hacked to a bloody mess.

As soon as she was still, I leaped to my feet, looking to rush to help Noaich with the remaining mandrill. But before I could turn, I realized that there were six beady little eyes looking at me.

The dimetrodons.

Their drowsiness hadn’t totally left them, but there was some clarity forming in their eyes now. Nostrils flared. Hunger was growing in those eyes. And I was coated in fresh blood.


Chapter 43
Dance-Off


The dimetrodons were visibly slavering. I found myself reminded that the mandrills had just burned off a bunch of their calories with the herbal sack toys—not to mention the one that had been ridden through the treetops just before—without feeding. Sure, there was a fresh meaty corpse in here, too, but the way they were looking at me told me something very interesting about dimetrodons as predators.

Like cats, they preferred a meal they could chase.

I raised my axes in what I hoped was a gesture that would ward them off. They didn’t seem affected by it as the two on the sides sidled around to try and flank me while the one in the middle started to creep towards me, teeth bared.

I backed up quickly, trying to stop the two on the sides from circling behind me.

That only seemed to embolden them. Instead of circling, all three charged together.

And I only had two hands.

There was a shrieking roar from behind me, and suddenly Noaich lunged into the pen. He wasn’t as low-slung as the dimetrodons, and so he could outmaneuver the one on my right and smash into it from the side, leaping up to rake his teeth and claws down the side of its fleshy sail back, drawing a blood curdling dog-like scream of anguish.

The other two lunged at me, and I quickly danced around to the left, leading them away from Noaich and his one-on-one with the third. I had confidence in his ability to win that fight, but I had to give him the time to win it or else he could be badly injured by a second foe.

My axes flew furiously, weaving a web of slashes. I didn’t care that much to actually land my attacks, I just needed to keep the monsters from ripping me to shreds for a few seconds so that I could get a clear idea of how to proceed.

On the one hand, I could cast caution to the wind like I had against the megantereon when we’d first left Jamestown. But while I hammered on one foe, the other dimetrodon would tear me up.

On the other hand, I could play purely defensively like I had against the raptors when we took the nest. But that put Noaich into the role of the pelagornis, requiring him to do all the work.

I wasn’t comfortable putting him at that much risk if I could avoid it. But what could I do?

I needed a plan.

Backing away had been a short-term solution, but its term ended abruptly. The wall of the pen hit my back and stopped me cold. Suddenly I couldn’t retreat any longer, and with the two dimetrodons surging forward, I needed to make a decision and it had to be fast.

I had to go on the offensive. If I could take out one of the creatures, then it’d be smooth sailing for the rest of the fight. Especially for the last few moments when Howl and Enrage were still rolling. I pushed off of the wall of the pen and—

Suddenly I was slammed back into it again. Huge hairy hands gripped my shoulder, pulling me back. The opening was more than enough for the dimetrodons, and one of them bit into my leg while the other lunged at my face. I managed to get the blade of my left axe in front of the jaws before they could bite my face off, but its clawed forepaws started to scratch at my chest wildly.

The final mandrill—the cook—was behind me, trying to hold me down for the dimetrodons to take me out. Her teeth were bared in a bestial rictus that Wild Empathy told me was a mixture of fear and anger. The other two mandrills were dead, one by Noaich and one by me. It wasn’t surprising that the sole survivor was pissed off. She also knew that if either Noaich or I got a hold of her, it would be the last mistake she’d ever make.

Fortunately for me, she’d already made that mistake.

I smashed my head straight back, using Skull Bash. Even though the impact was only against her collarbone, the effect of the ability still stunned her.

Using my right axe, I hooked the weapon around the back of her neck and pulled, using the sturdy wall of the pen as the fulcrum to yank her over the top of it and into the pen, flinging her to the dirt between the two dimetrodons on her back. As soon as she was down, I smashed my weapon right into the middle of her chest, using Maim to hit her and both of the mounts with a bleed effect, the ability’s blast opening wounds on all three of them that would drain their hit points.

I’d hoped that the dimetrodons would divert course and attack me and the mandrill equally, but they remained focused on me.

With all the wounds I’d sustained so far, I activated my Bloodbath ability now as I hacked into my attackers, leeching a few hit points back from them as their jaws snapped at me, claws raking my armor whenever they could get into position to reach.

The mandrill rolled away from us, clearly trying to escape the battle. I was surprised that self-preservation wasn’t at the forefront of her mind after Noaich and I had killed her allies, but it certainly took over now as she clutched the bleeding wound on her chest and started to bolt.

I couldn’t let her escape. Half the reason for attacking them was to cover up the success of whatever experiment they’d been taking part in.

I shoved off of the pen’s wall to try and bolt after her, but one of the dimetrodons bit down on my leg, almost sending me to face-first to the ground. My balance barely recovered before the pair of them would have pounced. I drove my handaxe down at the one pinning me here, landing a deep cut along the side of its face, but the delay seemed like it was enough.

The mandrill was already at the gate to the pen. She was going to get away.

At least, until Noaich pounced.

My companion’s legs were longer than those of a crocodile, but he still ran with a hopping, galloping gait rather than the way more familiar quadrupeds would pick up speed. But the strength and skill he’d developed alongside me, the hopping movement became a smooth, almost fluid rolling motion, like ocean waves.

Launching himself into the air at speed turned him into a terrifying missile.

At the moment of impact, I remembered how his mother had descended upon Jamestown.

A furious toothy torpedo.

I didn’t pay the mandrill any further mind. As soon as Noaich bit down on her, that fight was basically all over but the crying. And the snapping of bones and spraying of blood. Until then, I had to focus on my own foes now.

Despite their eagerness to attack me, the dimetrodons were still lethargic from whatever the mandrills had drugged them with. Now that the initial rush of adrenaline was fading from them, they were moving a little slower, making them struggle a lot more to leap up and bring their claws to bear.

Keeping ahead of them got much easier. That meant that I could finally go on the offensive, dancing around their flanks and distributing vicious slashes to their sides and sail backs generously.

They were burly creatures, and it took a lot of damage to wear them down, but I just had to be smarter than them, and in their drugged-up state, that was easy. I kept strafing around faster than they could turn to follow, but not so fast that they could turn the other way to lash out with their tails. Even when Enrage, Howl, and Bloodbath faded, I could just keep ahead and hack them down. First the one on the left, while leaning hard on my Intuition passive to keep ahead of the other, and then when it fell, I was able to focus all my efforts on the other.

I finished the last of the dimetrodons right as Noaich finished mangling the mandrill.

For a brief moment, I tried not to be shocked. The last time I’d tangled directly with mandrills, they’d seemed indomitable. The idea of killing even one of them in the Jamestown raids had never truly crossed my mind. It was simply not within the realm of possibility. And now I’d just killed three of them—plus their mounts for some extra credit—and come out of the battle nearly unscathed.

It was incredible how far just a couple of levels could take me.

“Great work,” I said to Noaich as soon as he caught his breath from the fight. “I couldn’t have done it without you.”

I know, Noaich replied with excessive confidence, though I could tell there was still plenty of grateful joy in his tone. He loved the compliment.

“Don’t get cocky, kid,” I warned, though I said it with a smile.

What now? he asked. The usual?

“The usual first,” I confirmed, moving to loot the corpses, hoping for a nice piece of gear. “But after that, we’ve got to make sure we don’t face this same kind of threat to our territory again.”

How?

“I’ve got some ideas.”


Chapter 44
The Nose Knows


It wasn’t until after looting the dimetrodons that I noticed that Noaich was acting strangely. He usually liked to hover around while I looted, skinned, and butchered things, but he cleared out of the pen immediately once the fight was over. I thought perhaps he needed a moment to work through whatever emotional response he might have been having to dealing with his former captors again, and let him be.

I felt like if I’d known more about the system, I would have learned something useful from the adventure here. The dimetrodons were much as expected, providing some hide, meat, and bone. None of them dropped gear, but I did get a jawbone that could be used to make a weapon.

Sturdy Dimetrodon Jaw
Weapon Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons made with this bone inherit the dimetrodon’s tenacity. When dealing damage, temporarily increase the wielder’s parrying skill.

What was interesting was the mandrills. I was able to retrieve the equipment that was visibly on their bodies, including the crude crossbow, three simple hunting knives, and the meager adornments in their fur, but I couldn’t acquire anything else from their bodies. No meat, no skin, no fur. That felt like it meant something.

When I decided I wasn’t learning any more about that yet, I realized that Noaich was still acting iffy. Before I could move to phase two of my plan, I thought it was best to check in with him.

“Everything alright, bud?” I asked gently.

The smell, he said gruffly.

“Of what?” I asked. “Death? Blood? Dimetrodon poop?”

The bags, he said, his tone taking on a slight fearful edge. The herbs.

I turned to look into the pen. The cloth sacks were scattered around, having been perforated by the creatures’ rough play. The herbs within had been sprinkled about the whole pen, flung about after the bags were ripped.

“What about them?” I asked quickly. “Be as detailed as possible, this might be really important.”

Remember the smell, he said. My question seemed to have perked him up a bit. When captured, I smelled something like that. Not exactly, but like.

I furrowed my brow, trying to think about what that could mean. It definitely meant something, but I felt like I was missing a piece of the puzzle that I was somehow expected to intuit rather than discover.

“How different?” I asked. “Was it the same smell, but not as strong, or is there something new in this one?”

Much weaker, Noaich said immediately, but paused, contorting the muscles around his eyes in his species’ version of a furrowed brow to mirror my own. No, something new. Both?

I nodded, trying to pretend like that gave me the information I needed. “The masquerade incense would have muffled the smell,” I said. “Perhaps enough to shield you from the effects of it. But they couldn’t remove you from it or else…” I mimed the meteoric impact of his mother descending out of the forest canopy. “Boom.”

Boom, he agreed. Made them mad when nothing happened.

“That’s why they were holding you,” I said quickly. “They thought they could wait out your mama’s hunt and then experiment on you when they could take you out of the incense effect.”

Didn’t know my mama, then, he said with a fierce grin.

“You are right about that one,” I said with a laugh. “That has to be the experiment they were talking about, except with the dimetrodon instead of you,” I continued, standing up and looking around the small camp. “Stand clear, then. I don’t want you getting hit with whatever effects those herbs have while I do the next part.”

Noaich got a little way away from the pen. I started by ripping open one of the bags of herbs, starting at one of the bites and tearing with my hands until I hit a seam. Opening it like that scattered the stuff everywhere, and I grabbed a few handfuls and sprinkled it more intentionally over the mandrills. The medicinal smell made me wrinkle my oversensitive nose, but it didn’t have any effect on me.

Once everything had a pretty good coating, I grabbed the dimetrodon jaw from the spoils of combat and started smashing it against the mandrills, covering the wounds from my axe and Noaich’s teeth with dimetrodon bite marks wherever I could see them.

To finish selling the tale, I dragged the corpses around a little, making it look like the leader of the mandrills had died while pinned under one of the dimetrodons. I drove one of her crude stake-like arrows into the corpse and wrapped one of her hands around it, hoping that it looked like they’d both tied locked in mortal combat with each other.

To my chagrin, the whole thing meant leaving behind much of the mandrill gear. The fight would look so obviously staged if they were completely unarmed.

Not that it didn’t look pretty staged already.

“This won’t hold up to serious forensic analysis,” I said as I came back out of the elaborate scene I’d set up in the pen. “All the bite marks are from the same lower jaw, and the mandrills didn’t have any weapons that could pass for an axe to match the wounds on the dimetrodons. I might be able to get away with the dimetrodons being looted so long as other scavengers hit the camp before potential investigators show up. But I think we have decent odds that they won’t look that close, though. We’re talking about a bunch of angry monkeys here, not the writer’s room for Law and Order.”

Giving credit to the wrong predator, Noaich said with obviously feigned grumpiness as he peeked into the pen.

“Don’t worry,” I said with a grin. “I know who did all the work.”

Noaich made a strange wheezing sound at that. Wild Empathy translated it as mirth.

“Was that a laugh?” I asked, my grin widening a little as I looked around the camp, wondering what else could be looted here.

Turtles don’t laugh, Noaich replied.

“Turtles…?” I snapped my attention back to him. I could instantly see his eyes were dilated. With a strange, almost hypnotized sluggishness, he started to creep forwards, towards the pen.

The herbs. He’d gotten too close. The minty catnip smell was drawing him in.

“Easy, buddy,” I said firmly. I made an effort of will, touching on the connection to him that I felt through the system. My words didn’t stop him, but the silent command I could send to him as my pet made him hold position. “Back up,” I both said and instructed at the same time, hoping that I wasn’t overstepping his boundaries as my friend with the system-powered command.

Noaich backed up slowly, shaking his head. I stepped up beside him and gently turned him around, walking him away from the mandrill camp. As we walked, his condition didn’t improve that much. I wasn’t afraid to keep going because I could still see the camp perfectly clearly through my detection radius. It wasn’t like I could be caught unaware by something entering the camp while we were—

The detection radius. Beast Hunter. Noaich’s achievements meant that he could access some amount of that ability. It had sharpened his senses, which meant that he’d been getting hit by the herbs the whole time we’d been near the camp.

“Take a few breaths,” I said as we got farther and farther from the camp. “Let me know when it stops bothering you.”

I’m fine, he said at last, once we were about a hundred feet out from the camp. He didn’t have all my Sentry achievements, which made my radius absurd when multiplied by the Beast Hunter passive. He didn’t have to be that far away to be out of range. Despite that, he was still visibly woozy. Presumably from the aftereffects of the medicinal component of the herbal mixture. I tried using my new Treat ability to cure him, but after it restored his hit points, it applied the heal-over-time effect, which told me that there was no system-driven debuff to clear.

“Just wait here and sleep it off,” I said calmly. “I’ll finish up in the camp while you’re resting.”

Noaich grumbled at that, but didn’t make any physical complaints, settling down quickly as the lethargy set in. I hoped he would be alright, but naturally the herbs couldn’t have been fatal or truly poisonous. If they were, the mandrills wouldn’t have given them to their mounts in the first place.

Going back to the camp, I didn’t want to disturb things too much. If I looted the whole place, then there was no way the scene I’d set up would appease anybody. Especially if my goal was to put the mandrills off of continuing their experiments.

The interiors of the two tents in the camp were obviously sleeping quarters. Nothing to be found there but some padded bedrolls and loose blankets. I thought that poking around might net me something I could steal that wouldn’t spoil our plans, but nothing here was of value to us. Not until the season changed and things got colder at least, but I expected we’d come up with something by then independently. Or, at least, have another chance to pilfer something before then.

I moved on to the wooden lean-tos after that. The first held something unusual. A little wooden altar covered in scratch marks that were obviously writing. Some of it was old, some of it was fresh. Wild Empathy didn’t do anything to translate written words, but it was still unmistakably an object of worship, standing alone with a few crude candles half-melted into permanent fixtures on the corners of the wooden block. What remained was unrecognizable from being burnt down, but there was a little case near at hand that held fresh candles. They were crudely shaped like mandrill heads.

It seemed I lacked the skills to determine anything else from this room, so I moved on.

The next one I checked was filled with supplies. Not just food and water, but a box of empty cloth sacks and three open barrels of herbs. The source of the problem. I quickly moved to the barrels to check them out. Perhaps my alchemy skill could tell me something useful when the ingredients were here, separated out instead of mixed together.

I failed my first skill check to identify the herb, and, apparently, the free reroll from my achievement, but I didn’t hesitate to shove a pinch of it into my mouth. The passive resistance from Savagery would protect me.

Lamiaceae Cataria
Reagent, Ingredient
Reagent effects: Attractant for predators. No processing required.
Ingredient effects: Insufficient crafting (cooking) skill.

The minty flavor identified it as the catnip-like ingredient. Which meant one of the other two was the medicinal additive that was inducing lethargy. Checking it might tell me what to expect from it. But then what was the third? And what might it be doing to Noaich?

I moved to the second barrel when I felt something I hadn’t expected.

Someone was watching me.

What was more, my detection skill hadn’t warned me at all.

It was pure human intuition.

“Whatcha got there, son?” a voice came from behind, deep and clear and way, way, way too close for comfort.


Chapter 45
Unseen Protector


I tried not to panic. I wasn’t sure if I wholly succeeded, but I managed not to shriek, so I counted that as a win.

Casting my attention to my detection radius, I first immediately looked to Noaich. He was still right where I left him, resting. At least he was alright. But my refocus only highlighted how utterly wrong this situation was. There was nothing behind me. Nothing at all. All my senses turned up nothing. Not the sound of breathing, not the smell of sweat, not even a shadow cast over me.

With no other options I turned around.

Once more, I managed not to shriek, and I counted that as a win again.

It was the swamp person.

Up close, the figure was shrouded in crude cloth robes, with a strange leather headpiece that was equal parts helmet and Halloween mask. It turned the figure into a strangely alien figure, giant and bulbous in all the wrong places. As soon as I set eyes on it, the swampy methane smell hit me like a physical blow.

And with it, I could only remember the ripped-apart corpse of the daeodon, and imagine what that kind of destruction would look like when it was turned on me.

“Whoa there, son,” the figure said, the deep human voice as incongruous with its appearance as the lack of any notification from my senses had been incongruous with its presence. “I’m not here to hurt you. Unless you feel like starting something first.”

It took a second to realize that I’d drawn my axes.

Slowly, carefully, I put them away.

“There we go,” the figure said, its tone shifted into something a bit friendlier. “Now we’re gettin’ somewhere. How about we start with a name?”

“Colin,” I said, more quickly than I’d really intended. “Colin Richardson.”

“Johnny Jordan White,” the figure said. “I’d usually then tell you that my friends call me J.J., but I’m pretty sure all my friends are dead by now.”

It seemed weird to me to include a middle name in an introduction, but I supposed it was to make the nickname make sense. He struck me as the kind of person who introduced himself a lot, if he had a whole spiel to drop every time.

It reminded me vaguely of my father, who signed his name so many times that he had his signature down to a science.

“You’re human, then?” I asked carefully. I found my attention drifting to my quests, where I still had the challenge to figure out what the swamp person was.

“Oh, dang, that’s on me,” he said quickly, reaching up and fiddling with the strange helmet-mask he was wearing. There were a series of crude straps and ties holding it on, running down into his robes to hook it under his armpits, presumably for additional support.

When he removed it, underneath he was very much… just a guy. Older man, short salt-and-pepper hair, very sharp chin. Exposing his normal head made the rest of him look all that much stranger, though. The way the shrouded armor made his body look tall and bulging in weird ways was made more disorienting by a normal human head poking out between the shoulders.

“Sorry, son, I didn’t mean to go all Scooby villain on you,” the older man said. He gestured at himself vaguely. “This whole getup is to make it so all the things out here don’t mess with me. Especially the apes.”

“Monkeys, actually,” I corrected him. “Sorry, force of habit. But mandrills are monkeys, not apes.”

The man stared at me for a moment before letting out a bark of a laugh. It felt a little bit forced.

“Maybe that’s why they’re so upset all the time,” he said at last. “I’m out here thinking they’re the wrong kind of thing.”

“What do you know about them?” I asked quickly. “Do you know what they were doing here?”

“I was hoping to ask you the same,” Johnny said, shaking his head with a grimace. “I’ve been snooping around this camp for a while looking for answers. Especially when I’ve seen them riding those dinosaurs.”

I was about to tell him that dimetrodons weren’t technically dinosaurs, either, but I forced the correction down. He’d seemed uncomfortable about the monkey thing, and even though he was human, I couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d reduced a daeodon to when I’d first seen him.

“You seem nervous, son,” the man continued, peering curiously at me. “Worried about your friend?”

I stiffened immediately. How did he know? What did he know?

“Yeah,” I said after a moment. “How did you know?”

“Thought I recognized you,” he said, face splitting in a knowing grin. “You were the kid poking around my house. Set the fire, and then fled up into the treetops with his little pet.”

“How?” I asked, letting my confusion out. “How did you sense me?”

“This whole…” He gestured expansively at the air before himself. “The thing. What do you call it?”

“The system?” I asked.

“Right, yes,” he nodded emphatically. “That. Something about this… class thing. It lets me sense threats to the forest for some reason. Way farther than I have any right to know.” He pointed at the weapons on my hips. “Every time you fought anything with those, I could tell where you were for miles, because axes are a threat to the trees.”

“So you’ve got a kind of nature-based class?” I asked quickly, turning to give my attention back to the storage barrels. “What can you tell me about these herbs? My friend was exposed to them and I’m worried what effects they might have.”

“I’m pretty familiar with herbs and suchlike,” he confirmed, putting a hand on my shoulder and gently guiding me out of the lean-to and away from the herbs. “Show me what kinda state he’s in, and maybe I can do a little something for you.”

I still wanted a closer look at those herbs, but I found myself afraid to pull away from the guy. For one thing, I was still afraid of what he was capable of if I pissed him off. But more than that, if he had the ability to help Noaich, I didn’t want to pass on the opportunity. Getting my little buddy back in shape was a way higher priority than indulging my alchemical curiosity.

I tried not to show my concern when the stranger beelined straight for Noaich. He knew exactly where he was the whole time.

For so much of my time as a Beastmaster, I’d taken it for granted that my detection radius was bigger than everything else’s. I had to stop overestimating myself and underestimating everyone else.

If Johnny wanted to kill me, I’d be dead.

And I’d never have seen him coming.

“All right, son, let’s see what I can do here,” he said when we reached Noaich.

My companion was out cold, sleeping off whatever the herb mixture was doing to him. The old man approached carefully, peering curiously at him. I felt a deep protective instinct with proximity to my drugged-out pet, but I forced it down. Again, I reminded myself that if this man had violent intent, we’d both be dead already.

“Interesting,” Johnny said after a few moments. “I think I’ve seen something like this before. It’s not really a poison. It’s like… I dunno how to describe it. But I’ve seen it.”

“So can you help?” I asked, trying not to sound too hopeful.

“Of course, son,” he said, shooting me a quick look—no doubt a grin, under his strange lumpy shrouded mask, but with it on, it was ominous more than anything else. “Don’t worry, I’ll have this taken care of in two shakes.”


Chapter 46
Swamp Magic


The shrouded man took a moment more to examine Noaich before he started poking around the forest nearby.

“Get him awake, would you, son?” the old man directed as he started scraping a bit of bark off of a nearby tree. “I’m gonna need him to take some meds, and with teeth like those, I’d rather not ambush him with ‘em.”

In the absence of any reason to object, I took a moment to concentrate through my bond with Noaich to wake him up.

His lethargy had progressed far enough to turn him into a grumpy teenager.

Noaich cracked one eye open to fix me with a glare.

No, he grunted petulantly.

“Come on,” I said firmly. “I just need you awake for a minute so that we can get you treated.”

Don’t wanna, Noaich replied, snapping his eye closed again.

I concentrated through my bond with him again. I usually cooperated with him directly, and only ever used my ability to command him more directly in extreme situations. This still seemed a reasonable time to use that power. At least, it seemed safe enough of a guess to be worth the attempt. At my silent urging, he grumbled and sat up, eyes too bleary to open all the way.

“So you just talk and he understands?” Johnny asked. I turned to see him watching us instead of working, though he had a handful of tree bark, moss, and a dried-out pine cone the size of a small chicken.

“It’s a system thing,” I said.

I felt good explaining it. In Jamestown, James himself had always dodged questions about his class and abilities, except when absolutely necessary, and everyone else had just kinda followed his lead. I’d always thought it was weird, but hadn’t wanted to go against the grain. I wasn’t going to avoid the chance to put my abilities into words.

“He understands me and I understand him. And not just for my pets. It works for anything I don’t share a language with.” I pointed back and forth between him and me. “If you didn’t speak English, we’d still be able to communicate just fine.”

“So it’s not based on him being your pet?” he asked. Now that my attention was directly on him, it seemed like his interest was merely polite rather than genuine. Just making conversation. He dug around in his shrouded robes and produced a crude concave rock, using it to start grinding together the moss and bark.

“Well, it’s related, but it’s not the same,” I tried to explain. “To make him my pet, I had to talk him into being my friend. That would have been way harder if we couldn’t understand each other.” I shrugged. “Given the circumstances, I think I could have still pulled it off, but it would have been a much different deal, and a much less comfortable friendship.”

Deal important, Noaich grumbled sleepily. Probably would eat you without deal.

“Maybe,” I said to him. “But you were pretty desperate to get out of captivity, so maybe don’t jump to conclusions.”

“So is making a deal part of it?” Johnny asked. He started picking at the pine cone, breaking bits of it off to mix into the dry paste in his makeshift mortar. “You have to make some kinda contract with the guy to have a pet?”

“I don’t think so,” I said quickly. “Not technically. But I needed him to consent. I can’t just enslave a critter. He had to agree to join me, and I only had a couple of minutes to make a case. I haven’t picked up a second pet yet, but I can’t imagine a faster way to find common ground than to have something to offer in return.”

“Hm,” the old man grunted, turning back to us. “That’s interesting.” Despite his body language focused on the task at hand, I could tell that he thought that tidbit of information was actually intriguing.

“Noaich,” I said, returning my focus to the lethargic beast. “This guy is gonna give you something to help you. Please try not to bite him.”

Noaich snapped his jaws sleepily, but didn’t struggle as the shrouded figure rubbed the chunky paste into the scales across the reptile’s snout. There was an earthy smell from the medicine, and it cut through the swampy methane smell from Johnny’s shrouded robes, making it oddly pleasant.

“I’d love to ask more questions about your bond,” he said as he worked. “The system offered me a companion, too, but I took a different path. I’m wondering if it might be worth taking it the next time it comes up.”

“Oh?” I asked, trying to disguise my interest. “What path are you on, then?”

“Well, from what it offered at the start, I picked the Druid class,” he began, staring off into space for a moment. “And when it offered me a subclass, I just kept choosing Druid +, Druid ++, and so on. Considering the situation, it was the right choice. All my friends and co-workers didn’t have the abilities I had to survive the wilds. Television production can give you a lot of little skills that help you in surprising ways, but none of them are a proper replacement for nature magic.”

“Television production?” I asked, but quickly grimaced. “Sorry, Johnny, you don’t have to talk about it. I know the pre-apocalypse stuff can be hard to talk about.”

“It’s fine,” he said, though he shared my grimace. “Don’t call me Johnny, though. Only the ladies call me Johnny. Well, and Mr. Lynch, but that’s just cause he hated being corrected and keeping the boss man happy was half of my job description.”

“Sorry, uh,” I searched for a moment. “Mr. White, then.”

“Mr. White was my father,” he said, and I could hear the smirk through his mask. “And Bryan Cranston. Just call me J.J.. So long as someone’s calling me J.J. then I can say I still have friends.”

“Sure thing, J.J.,” I said, offering my best smile. I found my attention returning to the quest in my system journal. The quest required me to identify the swamp person—who had turned out to be just a random TV executive—but it hadn't been completed yet.

The reason why became apparent as soon as I reviewed it.

According to the quest, once I discovered his nature, to complete the quest I had to slay, befriend, or escape him.

I tried not to take it as ominous that being given permission to use his nickname—and be considered his friend—didn’t count.

“Thanks, son,” he said, finishing applying the medicinal goo to Noaich before standing up and wiping his hands on his robe. “I’m afraid I’ve been shy of friends for a while now.”

“Did something happen?” I asked. Perhaps other details were needed for the quest.

“Well, the way this whole thing works—the system, I mean—hasn’t been good for me,” he began, stepping to a nearby tree and putting his back to it, staring up into the forest canopy. “I thought I was supposed to get strong, but the system punished me for that.”

“What?” I asked, looking at Noaich, remembering my companion’s goal to grow strong. “How?”

“I don’t know how it works exactly,” J.J. hedged. “But because I’m strong—because I have more levels than most people I’ve met, I mean. Because of that, stronger stuff gets thrown my way. I was hanging out with some folks and something big came at us. Because of me.” He hesitated for a second, visibly struggling to avoid telling me the next part, but unable to stop himself. “They got… hurt. Because of me.”

“That’s why you live like this,” I said.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone,” he confirmed. “Better to be alone than to get my friends killed because of some foolish numbers things.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say to that. It was still valuable information to know about the system. If I ended up finding more people out here, I’d have to be wary of approaching in case I was higher level than them. Or if they were higher level than me.

“You would think that would be beneficial, though,” I muttered, more to myself than to him. “Stronger challenges mean more experience. Faster growth. More leveling up.”

“Don’t you get it, son?” J.J. said firmly, fixing me with a look that I suspected was a glare. “This whole system thing is designed to weed out the weak. There’s a lot of ground to cover between levels so that those who can’t make it don’t make it.”

“Is that why every level gives so much, then?” I asked. I thought back to how much I’d been getting my ass kicked in the treetops just a few days ago, in comparison to how quickly and easily I’d dispatched three mandrills and their mounts almost unscathed just moments ago. “I feel five times stronger after only getting one level.”

“Maybe,” the man said with a stiff and uncomfortable shrug. “But that’s why I have to stay away from other humans, son. Things that challenge them are too far beneath me to be dangerous. But things that challenge me? Those monsters would mop up a whole platoon of folk more than two levels down.”

I could tell he was uncomfortable with this turn in the discussion. And why wouldn’t he be? I was trying to talk to a boomer about videogame progression design. Not to mention I was forcing him to remember a recent dark moment.

“We should focus on the matter at hand, though,” J.J. said quickly, shaking his head and returning his attention to me. “Come with me. You can crash at my place tonight and then venture off on the next task in the morning, when you and your little friend have recovered.”

“Next task?” I asked, looking down at Noaich. He did look a bit perked-up by the medicine, but was visibly still not at full strength.

“The mandrills, son,” J.J. said with a laugh as he started to walk south, towards where I knew his hut was. “They’re up to no good, aren’t they? You’re gonna stop ‘em, right?”

“Seems like it,” I said, as Noaich looked up at me curiously. He couldn’t understand what J.J. was saying because he didn’t have Wild Empathy. “What do you say, buddy, are we up for fighting more mandrills when you’re feeling better?”

Even J.J. understood the toothy grin Noaich gave me in response to that.


Chapter 47
Wooden Army


As we walked south towards his hut, I figured that J.J. was the best source of information I had access to. I needed answers, but more than that, Noaich needed answers. Noaich recognizing the smell of the herbs was a sign that this group of mandrills taming dimetrodon mounts was somehow related to my companion’s capture.

“So what can you tell us about the mandrills?” I asked.

“Not much, son,” J.J. admitted as he guided us around a large tree whose bulging roots made the ground precariously uneven. “That’s why you need to go digging.”

“Can you at least tell me a few things about the herbal mixture they’re using?” I pressed. “I’m something of an alchemist myself, so if you can’t tell me anything, we could double back and I can try and get a look at the herbs directly. I think they were using them to control the dimetrodons.”

“Oh yeah, sorry,” J.J. laughed. “I forget that you haven’t been following what they’re up to like I have. Yeah, no, it’s the herbs. There’s the sour one that makes the dinos compliant and tame, and then they mix it with the minty stuff that they like so that they get a full dose.”

I stopped and stared at him for a moment, even though he didn’t stop walking. I thought it was a big mystery and he just… already knew?

“So then what was the point of that?” I demanded, taking a few extra-long steps to catch up. I pointed back at the camp we had left behind. “They were doing some kind of experiment. What’s up with that if they already have it working?”

“That’s the third herb,” J.J. explained, not turning to acknowledge by confusion or outrage. “The sour herb has some problems that the mandrills aren’t happy with. It gets less effective as their rides get older, and other, stronger monsters just shake it off right away.”

“The lethargy isn’t what they want,” I guessed. “It’s doing something else.”

“Yeah, no,” J.J. confirmed, “the third one—the bitter herb—does some stuff with the, uh…” he trailed off for a second, making a gesture towards where he had his stats. “Whatchamacallit. System. Makes ‘em less resistant.”

“The experiment didn’t have anything to do with making them work as mounts,” I speculated. “They already have mounts?”

“Oh yeah,” J.J. said with a chuckle. “Dozens of ‘em.”

“So these were stronger dimetrodons,” I guessed. “And they were testing if it made the obedience drug work better so that they could use it to capture something else. Something bigger.”

“What do you mean by that, son?” J.J. asked. He pulled up short to peer curiously at me.

“I heard them talking,” I said quickly. “My ability lets me understand them. They wanted to report the experiment’s success to some shaman so that they could use the new blend to go after something they called the Big One.”

J.J. was silent for a long moment as he stared at me. With his lumpy mask-thing on, it was impossible to read his expression, but I could tell he was considering this new information.

“That’s a problem,” he said at last. “A big one.”

“Why?” I asked. “Do you know what the Big One is?”

“Maybe,” he said, turning away and starting to tromp through the forest again, heading south. “I hope I don’t, but I might.”

I was able to bite back my question before speaking. I could read between the lines. A few minutes ago he’d mentioned that his higher level had called down terrible danger on a group of friends. Something that even he—the guy who ripped apart daeodons for fun—couldn’t protect them from.

That certainly wasn’t something I wanted the mandrills to control. I had a sudden and terrible vision of Jamestown being leveled by a mystery monster that someone at least twice my level couldn’t scratch.

“So we did good,” I said quickly, looking down at Noaich, who was doing his best to follow along with the discussion, even though he could only understand half of it. “We wiped out the experiment. Made it look like it failed and they got got by their own mounts.”

“We need to clean up this mess,” J.J. said firmly. “They can’t be allowed to continue like this.”

Now it was my turn to peer curiously at him.

There was a change in his demeanor now. He’d suddenly become much more serious.

“I’ve been developing a cure,” he said after a moment, stopping again to turn and look between Noaich and I. “It’s based on the same stuff that I used on your pet to make him better, but my Druid abilities let me turn it into a smoke bomb.”

“So I infiltrate the town,” I said, “toss a smoke bomb at their mounts, and then destroy their herb supplies in the chaos that follows?”

J.J. paused for a minute, staring off to the northeast. I could almost hear the wheels in his head turning.

“The herbs aren’t important, son,” he said at last. “We need information more than we need sabotage. If you can find their storehouse, go ahead and torch it, but don’t go out of your way. We need to know what they’re up to. Their plans. We can slap the knife outta their hands, but that doesn’t help as much as finding out what they wanna do with it and making sure it’s not a problem. It means we might have another fight later, but we’ll know where that fight happens, so we can win it for sure.”

I wasn’t sure that I agreed with that philosophy, but I wasn’t in a position to argue.

Between the two of us, he was likely to carry the fighting.

I nodded. “We crash for an hour or so and go at full strength, then,” I said, rubbing my hands together as we started heading south once more. The farther we got, the more comfortable J.J. became, leading us down much better-tread paths that were less meandering and uneven.

“You will,” he corrected me, his jovial manner partially returned now. “I don’t want to go and call down any complications. If the system thingy decides to fling another Big One at me, I don’t want to get you killed.”

I didn’t like the idea of venturing into the heart of a mandrill settlement alone—especially with such potent backup available—but it made sense. Noaich’s mother had obliterated the mandrills by Jamestown and had more than enough strength left over to crush me and everyone else after. If the Big One was half as strong as she had been, then that was still a death sentence.

“It doesn’t seem to trigger when I’m alone,” J.J. explained when his hut finally came into view. Though I’d been able to see it with my tremendous detection radius for a few minutes before he could. “Which is why I’m out here like this. But I should be able to keep you safe while you sleep.” He gestured northeast. “As soon as you’re back in fighting shape, head that way from here. You can’t miss it as long as you can keep this heading.”

I was about to ask where he was going to be, but he raised his hand and made a strange gesture. There was a crackling sound of breaking wood as the trees around us began to quiver.

If J.J. hadn’t been on my side, I would have been terrified by what came next.

They came from every direction.

Lumps formed in the nearby tree trunks, and humanoid shapes made of wood began to emerge, pulling themselves from the trunks. Some of them broke up out of the soil, clawing their way up out of the roots beneath the forest floor’s layer of detritus. As they emerged from where they grew, they shambled towards J.J. and lined up before him, forming neat ranks like soldiers falling into formation.

Four rows of five figures fell in and stood at attention, waiting for instruction.

They weren’t very complex figures. Just hunks of wood in loosely humanoid shapes, each one about five feet tall, but they were very broad. Nearly three feet wide at the shoulders, and the dense wood of their limbs were built like battering rams. They didn’t have heads, though bits of bark clinging to their chests gave the vague impression of a face. The whole effect made them very spooky-looking. Though I supposed no superficial detail could be as scary as J.J. just calling them up by the score in just a few seconds.

“Fan out,” J.J. instructed. “Set up a perimeter and guard the area.”

The wooden figures immediately moved to obey, shambling out in all directions. I thought that was going to be it, but J.J. raised his hand again, this time with visible effort, his arm shaking as his hand raised.

The next summon didn’t rise from the ground or emerge from a tree trunk, but instead fell from the canopy. A huge branch came down and stopped, hovering above the ground as it crackled and crunched, weaving itself into a new shape.

This new figure was more humanoid than the others, weaving branches forming a head at the top of the figure, and the rest of it was a much more slim shape that looked much more like a real person than a Halloween decoration. It was vaguely curvy, more feminine than the big blocky wooden soldiers, with its body formed largely of entwined branches and layered curtains of deep green pine needles that gave the vague impression of a long green dress. It didn’t have fine details on the face or body, but the knotted wood that formed its limbs ended in tangled branches that were roughly shaped like hands and feet.

“This is Colin, my new friend,” J.J. said, though I could tell from his breathing that summoning this one took some energy out of him. “Follow his orders and protect him with your life as you would me.”

I could sense the wooden figure’s attention as it turned to me. I tried not to shudder under the alien sensation of being considered by a tree.

“She’s gonna help you out while you’re on the job,” J.J. explained to me. “She’s called a Dryad, and she’s a good fighter in a pinch. Better than the treant guys, but mostly because she’s smarter and lasts longer, but obviously I can only make one of her at a time instead of, y’know, a squad.”

It wasn’t easy to smile and nod, knowing that with two gestures he’d probably just called up enough power to rival Jamestown’s whole guard force. But I managed it.

“Now don’t get any bright ideas, son,” J.J. said with a faux scowl. “My girl might be shapely, but she’s not for any of that, alright?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, J.J.,” I said quickly, my instincts taking hold of my tongue faster than my prudence could get it under control. “She’s not my type anyway. I like ‘em thick and she’s skinny as a twig!”

The older man hesitated for a moment, apparently not expecting the snappy comeback—though it was impossible to read his features through his mask. He caught up after a second and let out a bark of a laugh.

“Get your rest,” he said with a chuckle. “I’m gonna head out hunting so that nothing my level should be coming down on you. You should be able to get healed up and out to scout before I get back.”


Chapter 48
Trust Issues


I took a few minutes while waiting on our recovery to explain things to Noaich as best I could. It was easy to catch him up—he’d understood my end of things, and he was smart enough to infer much of J.J.’s side from that—but it was a bit harder to try and communicate my uncertainty about the man. I didn’t want to blurt out anything badmouthing him with his summoned dryad watching me, especially as my detection radius kept me aware of his small army of wooden soldiers patrolling the surrounding forest. But I didn’t want Noaich to think that I was blindly trusting him.

I did have a way to buy a few seconds without the strange branch-formed thing staring at us.

“J.J. said that he had a counter for the obedience drug,” I said to her, “as some kind of smoke bomb. I might need one of those for the scouting mission. Can you bring it to me?”

The summon had been instructed to follow my orders, so she went into his hut to obey. True to my expectation, she also benefited from J.J.’s knowledge. She would have to. He’d said she was smart, and he was unlikely to brag about that if he needed to explain every little detail to her every time she was summoned. Especially if he was going to wander off right after calling her up without giving her any information.

“I don’t know if I can trust him,” I whispered to Noaich quickly. “The way the system-generated challenge is interacting with him is super sketchy.”

My reptile companion gave me a look that I could easily translate to “no duh” even without the aid of Wild Empathy.

“I just don’t know what to do about it,” I continued. “Look at this stuff. He’s gonna crush me like a bug if I don’t smile and nod and go along with whatever he’s saying.”

Knows more than he says, Noaich said simply. Not sure what. Not sure why. Not sure how.

“I’m not worried about that,” I said with a shrug. “He said he was a television executive. Guys like that love to play their information close to the chest. It might just be that he knows something about how the system works and doesn’t want to share it.”

Alchemy, Noaich said quickly. The herbs the mandrills are using.

“Of course,” I said, nodding. “He’d have to know something about them to be able to make the antidote bomb, right? And I told him I was a bit of an alchemist, so of course he would want to protect that knowledge. Stuff about where the herb is from, how it works, all that. I get it.”

I shrugged. “And I don’t disagree with him on that. You and I both know that I’m not a monster. But if I was, I could walk up on something like your mother, drug her, order her to submit, and then hit her with Charm and have a force of nature for a pet without earning her friendship or giving her a good reason to trust me.”

Noaich wanted to object to that—and I could tell it was because he thought his mother was too strong to be cowed like that—but he could see my point. It wasn’t about her specifically just the same as it wasn’t about me specifically. A different Beastmaster could use the same drug to make a different tremendous monster bend to their will.

“But agreeing with him there doesn’t change the way this challenge quest is going,” I continued. “I know who and what he is, but I still don’t count as having befriended or escaped him. I don’t know what that means, but it makes me nervous.”

Noaich nodded at that. He was about to offer some insight, but the dryad emerged from the hut, carrying a crude wooden box, and so he snapped his jaws shut.

“I’m pretty sure you can say whatever you like,” I whispered to him, “nobody can understand you but me.”

Are you sure? he asked.

I was pretty sure, but as the patrolling treants kept wandering around in my detection radius, I had to think long and hard whether or not I was sure enough to risk weighing my value as a scout against whatever unspoken obedience the wooden summons might have.

The wooden box the dryad presented to me was clearly formed with similar magic to what had summoned the other guardians. About a foot cube with a thin wood-hinged lid that would have been impossible to carve without pre-apocalypse tools. The word “countermeasure” was crudely carved into the lid with a knife.

“Thanks,” I said to the Dryad as I lifted the lid. It was full of little red orbs about the size of baseballs, crudely formed of clay. I picked up one of them and examined it. I felt my alchemy skill bounce off of it once, but the reroll from Tastes Bad was enough to break through the high requirement to identify it.

Citrifolia Bomb
Thrown
Effect: Releases a 35-foot cloud of Alitheia Citrifolia spores, counteracting and nullifying the effects of Ypakoi Folium.

“Perfect,” I said, taking two of them.

There were about a half-dozen in the box, and as much as I wanted to pocket every one of them, I knew that J.J. might take that personally. If he’d made these things, he’d done it for a reason. Despite his power, the mandrills might be able to throw something at him that he couldn’t fight. If he reached for his “countermeasures” against such a threat and found the box empty, he might decide that it meant I was an enemy in league with the mandrills.

Considering that he’d told me that he could sense my location throughout his territory even outside of his normal detection radius, I didn’t want him to have a reason to hunt me down.

As the dryad returned the box to wherever she’d retrieved it, I felt my wounds start to knit. Itching spread from places where I didn’t even know I’d been struck. Scrapes and scratches closed on my back, legs, and arms. Noaich had no wounds to close—the hits he’d taken had been mitigated by the damage reduction of Teamwork, and then healed by my use of Treat after the fight—but whatever salve J.J. had applied to him ran its course, purging his system of the negative effects of the drugs the dimetrodons had been dosed with.

A part of me wanted to wait out the duration of the summons. It might be nice to know how long the treants lasted, either to help plan around J.J.’s abilities if we were forced into a big fight together, or to work around them if he and I came to blows in the end. But I feared that the dryad might be able to report back to him. If she had the capacity to tell him that I’d just sat here and full health with all my abilities ready and waited for no good reason, that might not bode well for my ability to control his opinion of me in a positive direction.

“Let’s move out, then,” I said at last when my last hit point was restored. “No reason to keep waiting, right?”

Can wait a little longer? Noaich asked. Get some rest? Getting late now.

“That’s exactly why,” I said, starting to head northeast, in the direction J.J. had indicated. “If we start now, we might be able to arrive at just the right time to sneak in while the mandrills are sleeping.”

Noaich couldn’t argue with that logic. After all, I’d gotten him smuggled out of the mandrill town under cover of night. Creating chaos in the dark sounded like exactly the way to upset the mandrills’ plans.

The dryad followed as I led the way. I thought about asking her to lead and experimenting with how closely she would follow my orders, but I had too much caution for that. My detection radius meant that I had to be in the lead. If she was in front of me, she might blunder into a mandrill patrol or outlying camp, raising the alarm for the whole town ahead of our arrival.

J.J. didn’t really scare me. I didn’t believe that his attitude would change for no reason. But there was no way of saying what he’d consider reason enough to turn against me.

I had an uncomfortable feeling that his continued goodwill was going to hinge on my usefulness.

He might have only been all smiles and jokes because he found me standing over a bunch of dead mandrills. If I wanted to keep him that way—and either befriend or escape in one piece to complete my challenge quest—I needed to keep being useful.

Fortunately, being a Beastmaster made me a peerless scout.

The outer edge of the mandrill settlement came into view well ahead of any chance they had at detecting me in return.

The stump-centered farms of this town were much more numerous and expansive than the place beside Jamestown. My achievement-granted ability to use my survival skill through Beast Hunter told me why. In addition to growing food, they grew alchemical herbs as well. Most of the alchemy farms were new and fresh—the herbs had barely taken root, and many of the stumps were still squared-off as if freshly cut in just the past few weeks or months.

I kept moving a little bit longer, until I knew that the outer farms were within range of Noaich’s slightly smaller detection radius, so that he could better assist me in planning our next moves.

“We’re here,” I said, calling the dryad to a halt. Her featureless face was impossible to read, and I was anxious about her ability to sneak around effectively in comparison to Noaich and I. My greatest temptation was to instruct her to wait here for our return, but that seemed like it should be a last resort.

Big detect? Noaich asked.

“Yup.” I nodded. “And then we go in.” I pointed up at the darkening forest canopy. “As soon as it’s dark enough to go unnoticed.”

After a moment’s pause, I activated Beast Hunter’s active mode, and as my detection radius expanded, I got a detailed look at what was awaiting us ahead.

“This might take a little more planning than I thought,” I grumbled as things unfolded in my mind’s eye.


Chapter 49
Once More Unto The Breach


This mandrill settlement was much larger than the one near Jamestown. From here, I couldn’t see the far end of it with my expanded detection radius. The constructions were mostly the same, though. Wooden buildings elevated slightly off of the forest floor, firmly anchored in baked mud foundations and scrambled around in a manner that left space between them, but without any ordering to make for anything that could be called a street.

In the middle of the town was a giant clay hive-castle, just like the one near Jamestown. It was tall, covered in balcony-like openings. Through my detection skill, I could sense the mandrills within. Its shape was very similar, which indicated some amount of uniformity across the species’ construction of this central structure, despite the obvious minor cultural differences.

As one of the differences, the animal pen was not on the edge of town. It was located near to the central hive-castle, with much taller, thicker barriers around the pen, and an attached stable, anchored to the ground and well-maintained. I could sense the drugged-up creatures inside, and even the wooden barrels that I assumed contained the herbal concoction in a storehouse nearby.

That wasn’t the only storehouse. There were others closer to the farms. I could use my survival skill through the Beast Hunter ability to identify plants while they were in the ground or freshly picked, but my alchemy skill was required to identify them after they’d been processed, and I needed to be closer to use that. Some of the storerooms obviously contained food, from the sacks and wood cases of tubers, fruits, and berries, but I couldn’t tell the difference between containers of alchemical herbs or edible herbs, let alone the difference between herbs used for the obedience concoction, or other ingredients.

Many mandrills, Noaich conveyed to me with a growl.

He was right. The town was sprawling and large, but had a population to match. Too many to count. Most of them were already asleep in their homes even before the sky was fully dark, implying an early start to the day for them. Without further information about the flora and fauna of the area, I couldn’t intuit why. These were definitely the same mandrills that the camp I’d fought had come from. They had the same use of adornment in their manes.

“Not many guards, though,” I pointed out. No patrols inside the town, and only a few stationed in watch posts atop buildings around the town’s perimeter. They appeared disciplined and focused, though. No doubt the attention of so many diligent guards on the outer rim of the settlement was why they didn’t think they needed patrols within the town.

East, Noaich grunted, nudging my hip to push me in that direction. Go. Go.

I started following his prompt before I understood what he saw. Not all of the mandrills were so disciplined. Along the south end of town, just a bit east of us, there was one who was starting to nod off on the job. My enhanced senses could detect her heart rate dipping as her chin drooped towards her chest.

Noaich had made the logical assumption that she was nearing the end of her watch and was going to be relieved by a guard change soon. If we could slip past before a fresh guard replaced her, we might be able to avoid testing our stealth skills against the full power of an alert guard’s detection.

The dryad stayed close behind up as we advanced. Despite being made of drying foliage, she moved with startling silence, likely more quietly than even I was moving. I’d anticipated needing to give careful instructions to her when it was time for stealth, so it was nice that I didn’t need to, but I felt a tingle of discomfort that I wasn’t going to be able to justify leaving her behind out here to protect ourselves from discovery.

Slinking past the mandrill farms at the outskirts raised the tension I felt tremendously. It sent me back, mentally, to where I’d been when I’d still been working with the Jamestown raiding parties. Back when I’d expected to die every time, but was able to make killing me just difficult enough for the mandrills to fail. I’d been able to accept it then because it had been for the good of the many. What was my death when compared to the armloads of food that my friends could secure? The challenges I faced were worth the suffering I would ease in others.

Now, though, I felt very differently.

I didn’t fully agree with what I was doing here. Sure, causing some chaos in a mandrill town was practically compulsory for me, especially since it involved dissuading them from capturing and enslaving more monsters, but I wasn’t so sure about J.J.’s motivations. Ostensibly, he wanted me to find information to help protect others who might be in striking distance of this town, but I suspected he was looking for some specific information for his own ends. And I was putting my life on the line for that?

Not to mention how much more I valued my life now that Noaich was counting on me, too.

But I was committed to it. All I had to do was focus on my own goals above J.J.’s. I’d cause chaos, and seek out whatever information I could, but my first priority was to protect any human settlements in the region. If J.J. wanted anything beyond that, he’d either need his dryad to intuit his needs, or to give me more specific information next time.

Then again, perhaps he had been right. If I knew who they would deploy their monster cavalry against, I could stop the attacks and protect people directly. After all, there was no way that I could burn all the herbs they had here and shut down the whole operation. The cat was out of the bag on that front. What they had in storage was a tall order to destroy in one night, and the farms encircling the town was far more than I could destroy unless all the mandrills were out of town on vacation.

The drowsy guard was easy to slip past. Activating Hide In Plain Sight for Noaich and I made us invisible to her as we crept by. The dryad had a similar skill, though it was a bit more natural-looking. Instead of fading into semi-translucent, she was a shimmering form that reflected the natural surroundings. When she was still and kept low, she just looked like an uneven patch of the forest floor, and when moving she looked like a gust of wind blowing around a few dried pine needles.

As we crept past the line of sentries, I relaxed. No alarm went up, and so I knew we’d gone unnoticed.

My enhanced senses were filled with input from all directions. Many mandrills were sleeping. A few were taking in their dinner around a firepit to the west of us. A pair of juveniles were making mischief sneaking around the fringe of town and pilfering treats from a storeroom.

And now that the hive-castle was much closer, I could see the motions within.

The alpha was deep in the heart of the hive-castle, sequestered in a room in almost the exact center of the structure, both horizontally and vertically, engaged in some kind of meditation. He was larger than the one near Jamestown, but noticeably older. His back was hunched, hiding his height, and his size was more fat than muscle. My survival skill pointed out that the room he was in was made of solid stone instead of clay.

Other mandrills darted around through the passages of the hive-castle around him, but whenever their path would take them near the alpha’s meditation chamber, they moved on tiptoe, and took side passages around the room to avoid disturbing him.

Below where he sat was a larger chamber, lined with seating. It made me think of a low-ceilinged cathedral, as a dozen or so mandrills sat around the room, apparently in silent meditations of their own, though they were not afforded the same privacy as the alpha.

I couldn’t quite tell who was the leader of the guards to correspond to the queen from the town near Jamestown. It was easy to identify the alpha, as he was the only man in the settlement who was not a juvenile. But the best way to identify the queen would be by her attitude and the responses of those around her. That meant she was probably asleep, if she wasn’t out and about, bossing people around. Or boxing the ears of the guard who had been lazy enough to let us slip in.

Even though I couldn’t identify the queen, I could still identify her work space.

Near to the stable that I was leading us towards there was a two-story wooden structure braced against the trunk of a large tree. There were weapon racks stocked with spears, swords, and axes on the first floor, and piles of vellum scrolls stacked on a table in the middle of the second floor. Working at the table were a pair of mandrills, though neither one seemed to have authority over the other. They were simply reviewing whatever was on the table.

If there was a guard captain, that’s where she would spend her time while awake.

And that was also where we could get information about what operations she might be planning, whether they be experiments with the nearby mounts, or attacks.

For now, though, I focused on my first task. The stables. The dimetrodons.

Sneaking through the town only highlighted how large it was compared to the settlement near Jamestown. By the time I set my actual eyes on the stable, I could have walked the entire width of that town. It made me feel all the more anxious. Anyone who sensed my presence here could raise an alarm that I couldn’t hope to escape from. Not this deep in.

Not without creating some chaos.

“Wait here,” I whispered to Noaich as I hopped the fence into the pen. “I don’t want you exposed to that stuff if I can avoid it, even though I’m about to dump antidote on them.”

I didn’t need to wait for a reply as I crept across the dimetrodon pen and towards the stable. The big wooden door swung open with the faint scraping sound of wood on the ground, releasing the powerful sour reek of the obedience herb. Loud enough to make me grit my teeth and brace for the worst, but quiet enough that I was unnoticed. I pressed in and closed the door behind me quickly to avoid attracting attention.

The stables were very simple. Just two rows of wooden boxes against the walls, each one holding a beast. Some of them were young dimetrodons. It really underlined the difference between the ones from the experiment and the ones here. These were much smaller. A juvenile mandrill would be able to ride one, but a full-grown adult would struggle, especially if she wanted to swing a weapon without unbalancing her mount.

There were other beasts here as well. Nothing as fearsome as a dimetrodon, though. A giant armadillo-monster with a spiked shell—though many of the spikes had been visibly filed down to fit a rider. There was also a reptile that was roughly the size and shape of a horse, but with a strange bow-legged stance was in another stall, placidly chewing a mouthful of cud.

A handful of aurochs were tucked into the back half of the stables as well, uncharacteristically unbothered by the cramped space. None of them would serve as good mounts, especially not for combat. They were tough and probably easier to keep, thanks to their herbivorous natures, but they wouldn’t be fast or violent. They simply lacked the physical capacity.

No wonder they were doing experiments. If they could reliably ride the adult dimetrodons, the mobility would let the mandrills dominate a much larger territory, forcing humans out of the more fertile areas if they didn’t outmaneuver and murder them outright. But with what they had here, the best they could do to make war on humans would be to use the dimetrodons as war dogs. Unleashing them in the direction of a human population with explicit instructions to kill and destroy.

But that wasn’t anything compared to the idea of monkey cavalry.

“Doesn’t it stink in here?” I said to the occupant of the nearest stall. A sharp-eyed dimetrodon who gave sudden visible confusion at my words. Wild Empathy meant it could understand me. “Don’t you want to get out of this smell? Get some fresh air?”

I pulled out one of J.J.’s countermeasure smoke bombs, weighing it in my hand. The walls and doors of the individual stables were flimsy and thin. I could guess that the sour obedience herb was doing all the work of actually containing them.

“Come on, buddies,” I said, looking across the stables and making eye contact with one of the aurochs. “Let’s go for a little walk.”

And with that, I spiked the smoke bomb directly into the floor, unleashing pandemonium.


Chapter 50
Smoke Bomb Symphony


The smoke bomb hit the floor and burst, filling the whole building with a cloud of red spores. I instinctively held my breath, but I needn’t have bothered. The spores dissipated quickly. But not before they broke the drug-induced calm that filled all the monsters in the room.

First came the noise. Snarls, bugles, hoots, and moos filled the stable.

Wild Empathy translated them as anger, dismay, and panic.

I could sense the sudden shift in the area around me as every mandrill nearby reacted with startled surprise to the cacophony, many jolting awake from their beds.

I briefly entertained the idea of trying to use this opportunity to try and use my Charming ability to gain a temporary ally. The wooden walls and doors to the stables were thin, but it would still take the dimetrodons a few moments to break through with claws and teeth. With them free of the control of the herb, I could possibly negotiate an alliance with one of them while the others were still fighting to break through the barriers to get free. It might be risky with the mandrills reacting to the disturbance.

What I didn’t count on were the aurochs.

The giant armored cow-monsters were normally very placid beasts, even without the influence of magic calming drugs. As long as they weren’t being actively threatened, they were pretty laid-back. But apparently finding themselves in a tiny little wooden box was something they considered an active threat.

The back half of the stables exploded. Splinters and wood flew everywhere as the giant beasts kicked and rammed their way out of confinement. I thought for a moment that they would settle down once they were no longer contained, but the flying bits of debris raining down around them made them buck and lash out again. The whole building shuddered as one of them struck a load bearing beam. Another of them smashed through a couple of the dimetrodons’ walls, freeing the sail-backed creatures.

Full-on panic set in among the aurochs as the roof started to come down, and snarling predators were suddenly uncomfortably close. They all lowered their heads and bolted in different directions, either seeking escape to safety, or seeking to just mindlessly obliterate their surroundings for the protection of the herd.

A dimetrodon lunged at me unexpectedly.

I got lucky on my dodge skill and flinched in just the right way to avoid getting chomped on, but that told me that the opportunity had passed to try and capitalize on this further. As hoots and shrieks of alarm started to come from the surrounding area—directed at the devastation the aurochs were already causing—it was time to bail out of here and let the mandrills deal with the consequences of their actions.

The dimetrodon took another swipe at me, and this time I more actively avoided it, diving back and throwing my body against the stable door. With the door flung open, I was able to dart back out into the pen outside and run back across the space to Noaich. The dimetrodon started to follow, but the others inside the stable began to squabble, distracting it enough to let me get clear.

Sounded messy, Noaich observed.

“Just messy enough,” I said, activating Hide In Plain Sight again as I heard the mandrills around us responding to the chaos. “Look.”

I pointed towards the nearby building that I’d suspected of being the center of operations for the guards. I didn’t even have to direct my attention there actively to see that the mandrills within were grabbing weapons and rushing out in response to the noise from the stable.

Hurry up, then, Noaich snapped, already moving.

I grinned and let him lead the way. His proactive behavior was a good sign. We quickly slipped around the guards, ducking behind a building and falling still for a moment as they rushed towards the disturbance. By the time we arrived at the operations building, guards were responding from other parts of the town, rushing to the fight as it broke out.

Despite the apparent youth of the dimetrodons, they operated as a pack, quickly becoming a bristling mob of claws and fangs that was much more challenging to deal with than they would have been alone. Two mandrills were already retreating from the fight with serious—possibly fatal—wounds before the second wave of guards arrived.

Meanwhile, the aurochs were smashing their way through the town, seeming to be unstoppable. Every time they hit something, whether it was a building, a tree trunk, or a mandrill, their panic seemed to build, causing them to charge and thrash all that much harder. They were whipping themselves into a frenzied state, and I wondered how long they’d keep rampaging around. Would they eventually tire themselves out, or would they just keep breaking things until they flattened the whole town?

It was, blessedly, someone else’s problem.

I turned my attention to the task at hand while the mandrills were too busy to even try to find the source of the chaos.

There wasn’t time to dawdle or hesitate. Noaich and I rushed into the operations center, and I paused just long enough for the dryad to follow us in before shutting the door. Being so close to the stable, it was certain that more mandrills would rush by in response to the threat. I needed time to figure out what information was valuable to have. I couldn’t be having a guard barging in on me during my search.

As I’d seen earlier, the first room was clearly a sort of on-duty barracks. Racks of weapons lined the walls, and while some of them were usable, a handful were only made of blunt carved wood. The floor here was also crudely padded. A training area, then? It wasn’t terribly important to my needs right now, but it was good to know. In a fight, these mandrills might be more competent with their weapons that I was used to.

Rushing upstairs, I went straight for the table covered in papers. If there was anything I was going to learn from this, that’s where it would be. My first instinct was to just sweep everything off the table and into a big bundle for me to run out of here with, but I restrained myself. If their documents were missing, they’d know I was here. They could change their plans. Or else they could adjust them to plan for my intervention and ambush me.

“Don’t touch anything,” I said quickly to Noaich and the dryad. “I want them to find everything here exactly how they left it.”

I couldn’t read any of the mandrill writing on these pages. Wild Empathy had limits, and this was one of them. My eyes only saw scratchy scribble garbage on every page. Fortunately for me, near the top of the stack of vellum pages was the most useful thing in the camp. A map. A few of the other pages were layered over it, but I could gently lift them to see the map and then lower them carefully back down to make sure they were just how I found them.

The map was pretty rough, and the labels weren’t meaningful, but there were some details here that I could parse.

This town was right in the center of the map, which made orientation easy. The spring down near my former territory in the forest canopy was marked, which gave me the orientation I needed to figure out which way was north on the map. There was a fresh mark on the map near there that clearly indicated the camp that I’d hit earlier today.

I wished I knew how to read their language. Being able to decipher the little note scrawled there might be valuable information.

Far to the southwest, near the edge of the map, I saw a marker that was obviously the mandrill settlement near Jamestown. A giant X had been drawn through it. I wished I knew how to read their writing even more now. Had James taken over the mandrill town? Had the surviving mandrills—or even a vanguard force from this town—gone and burned the whole thing down to keep it out of their hands? Were my former friends okay?

Thanks to my banishment, I might never know. But here, scrawled right in front of me, might be the answer I wanted so badly.

I had to tear my focus away and absorb the rest of the map. There were four other camps marked in the surrounding area. Beyond that there was an area to the south of the map that was vaguely outlined and shaded. In the middle of that shaded area was a drawing of a little mandrill skull. I smirked as I realized that the mandrills had declared J.J.’s territory as the home of something not to be fucked with.

After taking all of that in, I finally found what I was really looking for. To the northeast of this town there was a river. The nearest part of the river—and thus the best source of freshwater for a town this size—was not far straight northeast, but farther east, upriver from that spot, there was another mark on the map. It was very different from the others. It was also marked with a little skull drawing, but it lacked the tall shape and fangs of the mandrill skull.

It was a human skull.

And the little circles and arrows around it made clear that the mandrills had plans for the area.

Another piece of vellum layered over top of that part of the map had a more detailed close-up of that part of the river, denoting where the terrain had hills and dense copses of trees that would break sightlines and hide the approach of a large force of attackers.

“Right here,” I said quickly to Noaich, tapping that spot on the map. “Northeast of here is a river. East up the river is a human encampment. The mandrills want to wipe it out to preserve their claim to the freshwater there.”

Protect them, Noaich guessed at my motivation. Protect them to hurt the mandrills.

“Flip that around, buddy,” I said, offering him a gentle smile. “We hurt the mandrills to protect the people.”

The reptile gave me a dubious look, but I couldn’t get into explaining the concept of morality to him right now. It was too big of a topic, and if I was any kind of teacher, he’d understand it eventually just by following along with what I was doing.

Also, we were about to be interrupted.

A group of mandrills I’d thought were running towards the fight diverted course right at the last moment. They weren’t going to contain the monsters. They were coming right here. And at the head of the group was a female wearing a mantle of reeds with a cloth hood. It set her apart from the rest, and the others had obviously fallen in behind her in deference.

The queen.

The mandrill’s armed forces leader was about to walk in on me standing in the middle of her office.


Chapter 51
A Close Call


There were only a few options before we were discovered. The walls of the upper floor were thin, with gaps between the crude wooden slats. I could have busted through them in a second and hit the ground running. But there was no way to do that quietly. Noaich and I would probably be able to get clear of the building fast enough to avoid capture, but there was no way it would look like the work of a loose monster. The queen would know someone was here, and the information I had about the upcoming attack on the human settlement would be useless.

For the same reason, I couldn’t stand and fight. The best possible outcome there was to exterminate her and her entire entourage, which was not likely. Even if I could confidently win—which was a stretch—I couldn’t expect for them all to stand and fight to the death. Just one survivor would be enough to ruin everything.

So that left only one choice.

“Hide!” I hissed at Noaich.

The best way to hide would be running downstairs and ducking behind a weapon rack. They were large enough to actually hide me. But I’d be gambling on having enough time to make it. There was also a chance that the queen and her crew were only here to grab weapons, and going down there was marching right into the only part of the building they would check.

I ducked under the table.

Without anywhere else to go, Noaich dove under with me. There was room for both of us if we huddled close together.

Hide In Plain Sight would have to be enough for us to evade notice.

As I tried to find a way to hold comfortably still, the dryad pressed herself against the wall and simply faded from view entirely, as if she became one with the wooden wall.

The queen of this town and her group burst into the building. About half of her entourage grabbed weapons off of the racks before turning around and rushing back out into the town, moving as a group to meet the threat of the whole pack of dimetrodons. But the other half—queen included—marched right up the stairs.

I held my breath and hoped that I hadn’t disrupted the scrolls on the table enough for them to notice.

I needn’t have worried. As soon as they arrived in the room, the queen marched right up to the table and started leafing through them wildly. One of the smaller maps—the one depicting the attack plans on the human camp—flopped off the side of the table and landed right next to the tip of Noaich’s tail.

I didn’t even feel the sensation of detection skills bouncing off of our stealth. They felt so confident and comfortable in the heart of their town—even with their own livestock and war animals loose—that they weren’t even trying to make sure that there were no intruders.

This, the queen hooted at last. She slapped a scroll to the table and thumped her hand with it. There’s where it is.

The others murmured with fear and concern.

Did you hear me? she snapped at the others. It’s there. Go now.

There was still some hesitance. Whatever she was suggesting made them all nervous.

Do you know what happened the last time I had to ask a third time? she bellowed, her deep hooting making the room shake. Refusing my orders will not avert your deaths!

Five guards broke away from her entourage, stumbling over each other to rush down the stairs and out of the building, heading north. I tried to keep track of them in my detection radius, but I was terrified of letting my concentration on my immediate surroundings slip. I knew I was at the mercy of the system’s stealth mechanics, but if I was noticed, any delay in my reaction time could be fatal.

Flipping through the scrolls again, the queen pulled something from the bottom of the pile and started thumping at spots on it, grunting at the others. Wild Empathy translated her orders for me. Her detection skill was letting her track the movements of the monsters around the town, even though I was evading notice. She directed some of her forces to help evacuate the noncombatants out of the areas that were now at the mercy of the aurochs, while the others were to help clear out and either contain or exterminate the others. Once the civilians were safe and the other monsters were dealt with, only then could they bring their full forces to bear against the aurochs.

Of course, all of this was supposing that “it doesn’t work” whatever “it” was.

As quickly as they’d come, the group dispersed, marching in a much more orderly fashion back down the stairs to gather their weapons and rush to obey the battle plan.

When I could finally relax, I turned my attention back to my detection radius. It was satisfying to see that the dimetrodon pack was still holding their own, having fatally wounded two more mandrills, and left the rest of the guards warily circling, stalling for time. The oncoming mandrill guard force, with the queen at their head, would turn the tide soon.

In the chaos, I couldn’t locate the five that had fled at the queen’s order. There were just too many mandrills awake now, filling the streets, and either fleeing to safety or charging to battle.

I tried not to be unsettled to find the alpha still sitting in his chamber, his meditations undisturbed.

“Gonna be honest,” I said as I scrambled out from beneath the table. “I didn’t think that was gonna work.”

Lucky, Noaich agreed. Like always.

I couldn’t argue with that assessment. I wasn’t sure if the numbers were just breaking my way every time by chance, or if I was doing something right without even knowing it. Did the system have a soft spot for me? Or did fortune literally favor the bold?

“Regardless,” I said, “mission accomplished. We caused some chaos, messed up their resources, and got the intel.” I tapped my temple, indicating that I’d hold that in my memory rather than needing to steal the maps. “We just need to sneak out, and they’ll never know we were here.”

Just like old times, Noaich said with a crocodilian smirk.

I nodded at that with a chuckle as we slipped down the stairs, making our way out of the building as quietly as possible.

Sneaking out did feel a little bit like the time we first met. While this time we were skulking out from the middle of town instead of the edge, but we were a lot better at it now than we had been then.

By laying still we could let groups of mandrills—panicking civilians and armed guards alike—pass right by us. Neither we nor the dryad could be spotted without a more concentrated effort than they were making. They were close to me in level, and so my achievements meant that at even skill, stealth was favored. Especially since they were all so convinced that the true threats were rampaging around the town instead of lurking in the shadows.

It seemed like we were going to slip out without difficulty. The mandrills were evacuating their people to the west, and the armed guards were driving the wild animals east, away from them. Repelling the aurochs to keep them moving in the same direction was taking its toll on their numbers, but they were pulling it off. They were in for a hard fight to clear the threads, but the guards were doing their jobs to protect the vulnerable townsfolk. I had to respect them for that, at least.

Of course, that was when everything changed.

The creature descended from the treetops, smashing down onto the remains of the stables, right within reach of the dimetrodon pack.

It was at least nine feet tall at the shoulder, and as wide as a two-lane street. Thick shaggy hair obscured the details of its form to my detection-radius senses, but its appearance was uncanny in the extreme. Thick limbs and a broad head made it look like an unusually hairy daeodon, but its limbs didn’t end in little hooves, but in huge paws that almost looked like hands.

A swipe of one of its forelimbs cut through the clump of dimetrodons, laying deep scratches on them and scattering them with ease. The beast threw its head back and let loose a bellow of challenge, the sound somewhere between the bugle of an elk and the trumpet of an elephant.

At the sound, the dimetrodons scrambled to retreat. The aurochs—who couldn’t even see the monster, turned and made their next charge directly away from the source of the town. The bow-legged horse-dinosaur made a bleating sound and fled as well. The giant armadillo immediately curled into a ball and tried to hide.

The fight with the lesser beasts was definitively over in an instant.

There was a moment of uncertainty from the mandrills until a chorus of triumphant hoots came from the monster. A quartet of mandrills were clinging to its hairy back. The answering cheer that went up chilled me to the bone.

The Big One! they cheered. The Big One! The Big One!

The mandrills scrambled down off of the beast as it stood triumphant over the emptying field of battle. The queen approached and clasped arms with them. It was the group who had fled the operations center in response to her order.

That was why they’d been hesitant. The queen had decided to ignore all the experiments and safety measures. She’d seen a threat that was going to cost her people their lives and homes, and she’d gone right to the nuclear option. It had cost her one of the guards she’d sent, and risked the other four, but it had paid off.

And now what I’d fought for at the camp to the south had been for nothing.

The mandrills had tamed the Big One.

I had to report this to J.J. right away.

I still wasn’t sure if I could trust him, personally, but this was too big of a danger for anyone to ignore. The mandrills with something of this magnitude at their disposal was more than just a threat to every human in a day’s march from here. It was a threat to him personally. They knew where his territory was, and it was only a matter of time before this thing emboldened them to strike at him.

Trust or not, we had a common enemy here.

And that enemy became that much more common when I felt its detection skill hit me.

Unlike the mandrills, it was much stronger than me, and was actively searching for threats.

Or for food.

The creature whirled in place to face me, and started to charge.

With the creature moving in defense of the town, the mandrills’ cheers redoubled.

And as it charged on its weird hand-paws, it gained speed. It was closing in on us, and it was already moving faster than we could hope to escape.


Chapter 52
Faster Would Be Better


As the giant monster ran towards us, the mandrills started shouting orders after it. It probably saved my life when they told it not to smash any more buildings, as the lack of a coherent street system meant that the creature had to pick its way around them while giving chase.

“We need distance,” I snapped, abandoning the attempt at stealth and breaking into a run, angling our route sharply south. “The mandrills know that something is here, but we can’t let them see us.”

We were much smaller than the monster chasing us, which meant that we could weave through smaller gaps between the mandrills’ buildings than it could, and with my detection radius giving me a pretty broad picture of the town’s layout, I tried to use rows of closer-together buildings as barriers to stall it as much as possible by forcing it to go around.

But the edge of town was still so far away. And even if we made it there, there was no telling if it would give chase into the wilderness or return to its new master’s side without tearing me apart first.

“Okay, maybe we can’t run. But don’t worry,” I said to Noaich as I pulled up short. “I planned for this.

It wasn’t entirely true. I hadn’t anticipated exactly this turn of events. How could I? But I’d made an intelligent bet that was about to pay off, and that happened rarely enough that I felt entitled to the embellishment.

The thunder of the creature's strange hand-paws on the dirt as it closed in on us grew louder and louder, and I had to force my instincts down. Primal fear told me to run and hide. Slightly more advanced human pride told me to draw steel and prepare to fight. But I pushed both emotions aside, focusing on what was really important. There was a gap between two buildings that was just wide enough for the monster’s broad shoulders. It would have to slow down to pass through, and when it did, I would strike.

And if that opportunity passed, I was dead meat.

The great beast squeezed into the alley and as soon as it did, I jumped out on the far side, staring it down.

Seeing it in person was somehow more terrifying than seeing it only vaguely through my detection radius. It had been just a giant shaggy shape before. Like a big dog the size of two SUVs bolted together.

Staring it in the face made it look like something out of a nightmare. Matted fur, which covered its body, was coarse in a way that made it stand out, making the already tremendous beast look far larger. The way the hair moved as it did—shaking and shimmying as if in a sourceless wind—made it difficult to parse as a single beast.

Its face was the worst.

The nearly flat muzzle made its mouth look almost human, with eerie human teeth behind lips peeled back to snarl. Its eyes were too small for its face, and the pupil and iris were both strangely lopsided and asymmetrical, looking like they were clumsily drawn on.

There were signs of the effects of the drugs on the beast, as well. Its weirdly shaped pupils appeared to be dilated to different sizes, no doubt the effects of the lethargy-inducing and resistance-lowering herbs that had let something so powerful fall into the mandrill’s hands. And the way it huddled its shoulders down to creep between the two buildings without damaging either one was clearly the unnatural result of the obedience drug.

Fortunately, I had just the thing.

“Why are you being so nice?” I asked, gesturing at the buildings on either side of it. “There’s a wild beast in there and this is how it acts? Don’t worry. I’ll get you out.”

I tossed the extra smoke bomb I picked up directly into the monster’s face.

Reddish spores filled the air, and I watched with glee as the creature’s pug nose inhaled a big lungful of them in a snort of surprise at the burst. The bomb J.J. had made would counteract the mind control drug, and the mandrills would have a whole new problem—

The creature shuffled forward, shoulders still stooped to avoid damaging the buildings around it.

It was still obeying its orders.

The spores had had no effect.

I barely had time to process that before a giant hand-like claw whipped out at me. I rolled with the blow as best I could but the strike caught me almost entirely flat-footed. I’d expected it to go wild, tearing apart the buildings that confined it. It didn’t make sense that it was still under control.

The only conclusion I could reach was that the spores worked on the same principles as the mind control drug, and this beast was just too strong to be affected without the effect of an additional debuffing herb to lower its resistance.

The claw took out a pretty big chunk of my hit points. I reactively used Second Wind to get my hit points back up so that I wasn’t going to get two-shot if it hit me again. But that didn’t give me the best idea of how to survive the fight to come. Noaich let out a Howl and scrambled to start snapping at the best, and I quickly activated Enraged as well.

If we were going to win this fight, it would have to be quickly.

We were boned if any of the mandrills had a long detection radius. They would see the fight break out and come to join in.

Of course, all hope of that went out the window as soon as our attacks made contact.

The creature’s coarse hair was as strong as proper armor, and the hide beneath was thick and dense. I hammered both axes against its shoulders and neck and barely drew blood.

When I had to dart back away from it to avoid the gnashing of its strangely human-looking teeth, I saw that my attack was almost entirely ineffective. Noaich had clamped his jaws down on one of the monster’s rear legs and couldn’t break through its defenses at all.

“Oh,” I said. “This is a problem.”

The monster made an uncanny human-like sneer. Wild Empathy translated the expression pretty concisely.

You will die now, the creature said.

“I have a new idea,” I said to Noaich. “We should run.”

Noaich began to protest. You just said—

The dryad interrupted.

For a moment, she’d been so unobtrusive and stealthy, I’d nearly forgotten she was here. Despite J.J.’s assurances, I hadn’t really counted on her contributing to the fight. But when she stepped in, it was more than enough to make clear that J.J. had not been exaggerating.

And also that J.J was not someone I wanted to mess with.

The branchy humanoid launched herself at the giant monster’s side, where her branches wove into the hair there. One of her arms reared back and stabbed at the creature’s flank, opening a deep wound and drawing a snarl of pain—far more than Noaich and I together had accomplished.

Instead of continuing to pummel the beast, though, the dryad planted her feet. Literally. Roots sprouted from her legs and plunged into the ground. The giant monster tried to ignore her and lash out at me—appropriately identifying me as the primary threat—but the dryad’s grip on the ground and the beast meant that it couldn’t move. It was pinned for the moment.

“Thanks,” I said to the dryad, though I wasn’t sure why. She obviously had no personality as a summon. There wasn’t any kind of consciousness in there.

But it just seemed the right thing to do.

I broke away from the fight and bolted back towards the forest. Noaich hesitated just a moment longer before following me.

Shouldn’t we help? Noaich asked. Shouldn’t we fight?

“You saw that thing,” I said, “we could barely scratch it.”

So we run? Noaich asked as he caught up to me. He tried to pick up the pace a little more to get ahead of me to stop me, but I sped up as well, forcing him to push himself just to keep up.

“The dryad was just a summon,” I snapped. “And she was trying to buy our escape. I’d rather respect the opening she gave us instead of squandering it.”

Through my detection radius, I could see the fight as it unfolded.

The dryad did a terrifyingly effective job of holding the beast down to secure our escape. It simply could not pull away with raw strength, even though it was several times her size. She punched it a few more times while it made the attempt, presumably to make it stop trying to ignore her. Its claws ripped her branches apart, doing a lot of damage in return, but she was holding. Perhaps only for a couple more seconds, but it might be enough, if we were fast.

The giant monster finally broke the dryad’s legs, its hand-like claws chipping her to pieces at last. With that attachment to the ground removed, it started to run after Noaich and I, but the dryad wasn’t going to be ignored so easily. Branches wound around the creature, grappling it. She was binding its limbs with her body to slow it down.

I had a terrifying vision of what she could have done if J.J. grew tired of playing nice with me. This monster was the size of a trailer and she was slowing it down. If she’d wanted to kill me, she could have entangled me in the branches of her body and ripped me to pieces without giving me any opportunity to fight back.

As it was, the giant beast overmatched her by an order of magnitude. She could slow it down, but that was all. The dryad couldn’t stop it entirely, and even though she could hurt it, a monster that size could take a lot more punishment than she could dish out.

It stopped its pursuit of us and reached over with one of its hand-like claws, scratching at her with the nonchalant energy of a dog scratching at a flea bite. Bits of bark, wood, sap, and pine needles sprayed out from the motion as the dryad was shredded to pieces.

Noaich and I burst from the edge of town and pelted past the farms as the dryad’s grip on the beast finally loosened, and her remains fell away to the ground.

For a terrifying moment, I thought the monster was going to give chase. We had a good head start now, but it was faster than us. It had also dropped down from the forest canopy when it had first appeared, so I was pretty sure it was safe to assume that taking to the treetops wasn’t going to guarantee our safety. We were, unfortunately, still at its mercy.

And it showed mercy.

For whatever reason, it let us go as we fled south, not pursuing us.

I wondered what the mandrills would think when they found the remains of the dryad, but it seemed like maybe we would never know. As the beast turned away and returned to the stables towards the middle of town, she quickly dried out. In a few moments she would pass for ordinary forest detritus.

The mandrills had bigger concerns, anyway, with the state the town had been reduced to by the rampaging aurochs. There were wounded to treat, dead to bury, and homes to rebuild. They might not question what the hairy human-faced pig monster had chased down. Especially not when they had the beast’s drug-induced loyalty at their disposal for whatever they were going to do to the nearby human town.

No matter my feelings about J.J., I had to report back to him. Lives were at stake, and one of them might be mine.


Chapter 53
Come Together


I rushed south of the mandrill town for a while before diverting course southwest to return to J.J.’s territory. With my intuit north skill well-developed, it wasn’t hard to find my way back towards his hut.

The dryad’s death made me anxious about returning.

Sometime between Noaich and I escaping the beast and getting clear of the town, my challenge quest to identify and escape from J.J. had been marked as completed.

It surprised me at how much exp it rewarded. We were just a stone’s throw from Level 7 now. I had already intuited from a number of extremely subtle signs that J.J. was much more powerful than me, and so it made sense that the system believed that surviving the encounter with him was worth a large reward.

But it made me extremely anxious that it didn’t think I’d earned the reward until I was presented with the opportunity to choose to turn tail and book it away from him.

Obviously, I was walking right back up to the guy, but still, the option was there.

J.J. was home when I got within my detection radius of his hut. It wasn’t too far between me seeing him and him seeing me, but it was more than far enough for him to wrap up whatever leatherworking project he was working on and be outside the hut waiting for me when I arrived.

“I see you lost my girl,” he observed, crossing his arms and putting on a badly feigned scowl.

“Sorry, J.J.,” I said quickly, “but it was her or me, and I’ve never been interested in dying for a block of wood.”

“What happened?” J.J. asked, his little charade of disappointment forgotten.

I explained as quickly and concisely as I could, starting with the dryad’s sacrifice, and working my way back, describing the creature, how it had spotted us easily during our escape—after scattering the loosed monsters—and then finally circling back to what we’d seen in the operations center.

“They’re going to attack that camp,” I said, finishing with the most pressing detail. “I guess to secure their water source.”

“Show me where,” J.J. asked.

Kneeling down, I drew with my finger in the dirt, using a mixture of my own knowledge, what I’d seen on the map, and my intuit north skill. The first two dots were J.J.’s hut and the mandrill town, for reference. I then marked the mandrill camps that had been on the map, putting an X through the one where J.J. and I had met. With that baseline, I drew the river and then a little person where the human camp was.

“Ah, I should have known,” J.J. said, nodding sagely. “This isn’t about the water, son. That camp is parked over an iron deposit. The apes have water sources all over this region, but this is the only iron for miles around.” He reached down and patted the ground next to my crudely drawn map. “Not a very iron-rich region here. Most of it’s southwest, or far to the east.”

“The reason isn’t important to me,” I said.

I hesitated for a moment as I pictured a mandrill in full plate armor with a metal sword and shield.

“Okay, maybe a little important. I could go my whole life without dealing with King Alpha and his Monkey Knights of the Round Banana or whatever. But I’m way more concerned with the innocent people there than whatever natural resource is making it a contentious location. They’re gonna get crushed by that big hairy thing, now that the mandrills have it under control.”

“The entelodont is a problem,” J.J. agreed, tapping his chin. “Most likely I’ll have to fight that battle myself. But there are bigger fish in the ocean right now. Fish that you can handle while I’m taking care of that.”

There was a lot to unpack there, from the name of that big monster to the mangled metaphor.

But none of them were as important as the most immediate question.

“What can I do?” I asked. “We have to protect those people.”

“You scattered their stables here and here,” J.J. said, pointing to the town and the camp that I’d cleared. “But these other camps still have their cavalry. Especially this one here.” He tapped at the camp to the northeast of the town, closest to the human camp. “This is the green room for their attack on the camp. If they have anything really scary, it’s already here, ready to be sent out.”

“You need me to hit this camp, then,” I guessed.

“Too late for that, son,” he shook his head. “They’re gonna be on their way before the top of the next hour. If you ran right there, you’d be walking in on them right when they’re most ready for a fight.”

“So what do I do?”

“Head to the town,” he said, drawing a little line on my map from where we were to the little person I’d drawn on the map. “You need to stop them there.”

“By myself?” I asked. “What if the… entelodont is there?”

“It won’t be,” J.J. said immediately. “They’re just sending a raid to test their defenses there. They’ll only bring out the big guns if that raid returns and says it’s time for the offensive.” He held up a hand and slowly closed it into a fist. “Make sure they aren’t coming home to call it down. That’s how you protect those people.”

“All right,” I said at last. “When do we leave?”

“It’s now or never, son,” he said, tapping the northeast camp on my map. “The raid will be leaving this camp before nightfall. If we dawdle, they’ll hit the camp faster than you can cover this distance. I figure you don’t want to be getting there after they’ve already hurt people.”

I grimaced at that. He was right. If I could get there proactively and stop the threat, that was way more important than anything I could think of.

Except…

“I’ll go now, then,” I said, “but I have to ask: what can you tell me about the entelodont?”

J.J. stared at me for a second. He appeared to be feigning confusion, but I could read in his eyes that he was sizing me up.

“What would I know that you need to?” he asked.

“Well, you knew what it was called,” I explained. “I just wanted to be sure if there was anything I’d need to know—in case the mandrills pick up a second one—that I’m not flying blind if I don’t have to.”

“It was just the only thing that fit that description,” J.J. said with a dismissive gesture. “And there’s nothing special about it that you don’t already know. Sharp senses with high strength.” He shrugged. “It’s a good climber. I’ve seen them in the treetops. They’re faster there than they are on the ground.”

He checked his wrist, making a show of it. He didn’t have a watch—none had survived the apocalypse—and he grimaced at the moment of realization that even after all these months, that instinctive habit hadn’t died.

“Just don’t worry about it,” J.J. said at last. “I’ll make sure it’s not a problem. Though it’ll take a more direct touch if it took out my dryad that fast.”

There was something he wasn’t telling me. But I didn’t like the way it felt to have him sizing me up like that. If I pressed, things might escalate. And I wasn’t confident in my ability to get away from him, let alone win a fight.

And if I tried to dance around my questions and get some answers, the people in that camp were going to die.

Considering the lives my idiocy had cost in Jamestown, I couldn’t let that happen again.

“Let’s go,” I said to Noaich after just a moment’s pause. “We’ve got a town to save.”

“One more thing, son,” J.J. said as he started to walk away through the forest, heading straight north. “You’re gonna wanna watch for the beak. Don’t. It’s the claws that’ll get ya.”

“What?” I called after him, though I was already following his example, moving east.

“With the time we have I can either make sense or I can give advice.” He shot me a look, and even through his strange bulbous mask, I could feel the mirthful grin radiating through it. “No time for both. Go!”


Chapter 54
Into The Wild Darkness


Dashing through the woods as the sun was going down would normally be very dangerous. The unforgiving and uneven terrain made footing very important, and as the sky dimmed, it was harder and harder to judge where it was safe to step. And that was ignoring the perils of crepuscular hunters and ambush predators.

Fortunately, the system gave me all the tools to make the task trivial.

My inflated constitution stat alone gave me inhuman endurance, reducing my fatigue and allowing me to power through an uneven step that would have twisted or sprained an ankle. The athletics, detection, and survival skills gave me the capacity to recognize dangers and adjust to avoid them without even thinking about it. My enhanced senses, offered by Beast Hunter, was just icing on the cake, showing me where there were beasts to avoid long before they became a problem, and keeping the darkness from limiting my vision.

What’s our attack plan? Noaich asked as we were getting closer to our destination.

“Our first priority needs to be to warn them what’s coming,” I said quickly as I jumped nimbly over a downed log. “What they do with that information is their business, but they can’t act on it without knowing.”

Are you sure that’s wise? Noaich asked.

I was about to demand to know what other option he thought we had, but I stopped to think through the question.

What would be wrong with telling them what’s happening?

What if they didn’t believe me? Or worse, what if the fight went poorly and they blamed me for bringing it down on them? It would be Jamestown all over again. They could send me off in exile and then they’d be in deep trouble when the entelodont showed up.

“All right,” I said after a moment. “Do you have a suggestion?”

Intercept, Noaich said. Fight outside town.

“Yeah, that’s smarter,” I said. “Short-term harder, but long-term better.”

Tough on us, Noaich agreed, But safer for the town.

“What?” I asked, picking up speed to hop over a shallow ravine.

Might be too high for the town, Noaich said as his low-slung legs scrambled down and up the ravine behind me. Like J.J. was.

I nodded with a grimace. I hadn’t even realized that was a risk. Without knowing the people in this camp, there was no way of knowing if they were near or above my level, or if they were all desperate lowbies. I had been so focused on how they would react that I hadn’t been worried about how the system might react, and that might have gotten them killed, just like J.J. had done with his former allies.

At least Noaich had been paying attention.

We only ran east just far enough that we could be sure that angling northeast wouldn’t run us too close to the mandrill town. As soon as we’d gotten far enough that my intuit north skill told me it was safe, we diverted course. At our breakneck pace, the sky was just finally growing full dark when I saw the human camp appear on the edge of my detection radius.

I felt a lot better about Noaich’s warning as soon as I sensed it. Obviously, I couldn’t tell the classes and levels of the few people there, but it was a very small camp, and very primitive. Simple lean-tos made of interlaced branches and a few places where people had just piled a few animal skins by the base of a tree for a bed.

If the camp had been here long enough for the mandrills to notice them, and it still looked like this, these people were struggling. And considering how well I’d taken to life in the wilds since leaving Jamestown, that was a good sign that they weren’t as powerful as me.

I circled wide, giving the camp as wide a berth as I could. After just a moment of repositioning, I could see the river on the edge of my detection radius, too. I was confident that with the town behind me and the river beside me, the mandrills would have to pass through my detection radius when they arrived.

I just had to be ready to move to intercept as soon as they did.

True to J.J.’s warning, I barely had time to catch my breath from the run. If we’d delayed for just two minutes more, they’d have been upon the town before I arrived.

As expected, it was just a small raiding party. A leader in a reed mantle like the ones I’d seen on the camp leader and the queen, with five riders behind her. Considering that a group of three with mounts had been an easy win with an ambush, six mandrills with mounts armed and ready for a fight was a large enough threat that I wasn’t positive if I could win this fight.

But I had to try.

The people in the camp behind me were going to die if I didn’t.

The mandrills weren’t riding dimetrodons this time. That was a bonus; a pack of dimetrodons had given the whole mandrill guard force a run for their money back in the town. What they were riding instead were large flightless birds. They were tall as horses, but much shorter from beak to tail feathers. Their bouncing gait would make them poorly suited for mounted combat. To swing a weapon with any degree of accuracy, they would have to stop short rather than ride by. They were just for transportation, not for combat.

The giant birds were terrific for transportation, though. When I’d had to follow the dimetrodon rider, Noaich and I had been able to keep up on foot. These bird-riders were far faster. I had to abandon stealth and break into a sprint to hope to intercept them, otherwise they were going to bolt right past us and obliterate the camp before I could catch up.

Fortunately for us, they were distracted as we approached. It wasn’t until I was almost right on top of them—with Noaich right behind me—that the leader let out a hoot of alarm, pulling her bird to a skidding stop to face the threat. It was too late to prepare properly, though. I was already screaming out of the trees at them, with Noaich’s Howl at my back to give me the boost I needed.

I crashed into the nearest of the riders. She was towards the back of the group, and still moving when I lunged. The giant bird mount was paying attention to its rider’s orders, not to its surroundings and I slammed both axes into its hips before it even knew I was there. Dark brown feathers speckled with blood filled the air as the bird went down in a rolling heap, kicking and squawking. Its thrashing sent two of the other mounts stumbling, and most of the others let out shrill shrieks of fear at seeing one of their flock so grievously wounded.

“Turn back,” I snapped. “I won’t ask twice.”

Kill it, hooted the leader. Kill it now!

Seeing their numbers up close, I kind of wanted to see if I could deescalate this and convince them not to fight. The last time I’d faced down this many mandrills at once, it had taken everything I had to escape with my life, and they hadn’t had the added fighting power of a half-dozen giant birds.

But I already said I wasn’t going to ask twice.

The mandrill that had been thrown from her mount a moment ago was struggling to kick free of her thrashing bird before it could injure her in its panic. Noaich pounced on her before she could get her footing, grabbing her leg in his jaws with a snapping sound that was definitely breaking bones. He shook his head, rattling the mandrill before throwing himself into a roll, sealing her fate with ease.

I moved to protect him from attack by the other mandrills, but they were slow to respond. Instead of charging to fight on bird-back, they were scrambling down, dismounting instead. I took the opportunity to dart forward and dispatch the downed bird mount, smashing the side of one axe into its head before bringing the other right down on its neck.

The bird was burly, but fragile. From up close, I could see just how powerfully muscled its legs were. But above the powerful haunches the creature was lightly muscled, presumably to make it lighter weight. Its head was disproportionately enormous, compared to what I knew about large flightless birds from the pre-apocalypse era.

Its beak was almost two feet long and eight inches tall, with a cruel hooked tip. I expected more from the muscles on its neck and face from that, but it was surprisingly light. Enough to lift and maneuver, but not anything comparable to Noaich’s bite force or ability to shake or break prey with it.

As my axe neatly cleaved through the bird’s neck, I remembered what J.J. had said. The beak looked scary, but the claws were the real danger. It made sense now without him having to waste the precious moments they had trying to describe the bird to me.

And seeing the way the bird’s neck barely moved in its death throes, while its clawed feet left great rents in the hard ground, it was advice that would save my life within the next few seconds.

The implications worried me. He’d known the mandrills would have these birds here. How could he have foreseen this?

What else did he know? What wasn’t he telling me?

I was going to have to confront him about this the next time I saw him. This was starting to feel like he was trying to manipulate me, steering me around between scenes that either he had set up, or that he had perfect knowledge of.

I didn’t like it.

But with five more mandrill and monster bird pairs staring me down, and the lives of innocent people in the balance—plus my own—that was a problem for the future. I had plenty of confrontations going on right now to keep me busy.


Chapter 55
Axe to Grind


The bird monsters charged first.

I wasn’t sure if that was an organized combat maneuver from the mandrills, or if the birds were just more bloodthirsty than their masters. Either way, it meant that I had to put my knowledge to the test.

With Noaich’s Howl already running, I activated Enrage before the birds’ charge reached me. The first bird to reach me reared back, and while my instincts screamed to watch out for the beak to descend on me, I focused on the feet instead. Powerful leg muscles whipped out one of its clawed feet with near-blinding speed, aimed to take my head clean off my shoulders.

Without the warning from J.J. it probably would have gotten me.

I ducked low, letting the kick hit the air above my head, and smashed both of my axes into the one leg planted on the ground. There was a cracking noise on impact, and while the bone there wasn’t shattered, the damage was more than severe enough to send it thrashing to the ground. Lucky for me, the bird’s kicking feet landed a solid blow on one of the other birds, sending it flailing and panicking, thinning the attack for a few precious seconds.

The remaining three birds all tried to hop towards me and kick at the same time. I spun to the left of the first two kicks before I felt my back hit a tree. With my shoulders braced against it, I caught the third kick with both of my axes, parrying it up and away from my body at an angle. I’d only intended to unbalance the creature, but like a horse, their legs were tremendously fragile, and there was a popping sound from its ankle.

When the bird tried to catch its balance, the foot wouldn’t support its weight and it went from ready to fight to thrashing wildly on the ground like the others. I hadn’t even drawn blood.

I pushed off of the tree behind me, launching myself at the remaining mounts, swinging my axes wildly. The simple-minded birds hadn’t seen that coming, and one of them let out a squawk of alarm, snapping its beak at me. I recognized that the attack was no threat and slammed my left axe right into the side of its beak. The cracking sound it drew was so loud that even I flinched at it. But my other axe was already cleaving through the air, decapitating the bird while it was stunned by the pain of its broken face.

The headless corpse started to kick and dance, and I shoved my shoulder against it, sending its wild flailing away so that it wouldn’t injure me while it died, but it took just enough of my energy that one of the two remaining birds planted a kick against my side and sent me flailing away from the crushing power of the blow. I managed to keep my feet, but the hit had been pretty substantial. In the pre-system era, my whole ribcage would have been reduced to gelatin, but with all of my boosts to my hit points and defense, I was still standing.

The next bird charged up at me, leaping into the air to come down on me while I was recovering, but it had been a little too slow.

I dropped into a roll to let the monster land right where I’d been, and as I came back to my feet, I drove my head directly into its chest, stunning it with Skull Bash.

The other bird launched itself at me, so I couldn’t capitalize on the stun, but the achievement-granted buffs from Skull Bash were active, and so I let the next kick land a glancing blow across my shoulder, accepting the damage to use the momentum from the attack to go into a spinning backhand, leaving a huge gash on the side of the bird’s neck.

When my other axe came around with the same momentum, striking the same spot, the monster was decapitated as the others had been.

The flailing panic of the headless corpse landed a solid kick against the stunned bird, causing it to panic again.

Instead of throwing that panic into an attack, the bird turned tail and fled from the battle.

It was probably the only smart thing the birds had done thus far. Their powerful legs were great for carrying riders, and I didn’t doubt that it was a trait developed for the needs of their ecosystem, but they were such fragile fighters that sending them at a competent foe was doomed to fail.

“I bet you’re upset that you have to walk home now,” I announced loudly as I turned to look for the mandrills. “But I have good news: I don’t intend for that to be a problem.”

The mandrills had formed up into a disciplined formation. Of the five remaining mandrills, two of them held long polearms with viciously curved axe heads. They took the rear, while the other three, with longswords, formed ranks in front of them to form a crude five-person phalanx formation.

The leader with the reed mantle was front and center. I could respect her leadership that she put herself most directly in harm’s way. But from the mandrills’ body language, I could tell that none of them thought I was an actual threat.

“Nothing to say?” I asked, brandishing my axes. “That’s fine by me. We don’t have to banter if you don’t want to. But I know you can understand me.”

Ignore its tricks, the leader responded, gesturing to the others. You have your orders. Kill it.

The formation advanced on me quickly, but maintaining their formation with practiced discipline. It almost would have been impressive if they hadn’t been far too single-minded in their focus on me.

I feinted at attacking the group head-on, faking a big step forward before ducking left. Both poleaxes swept down at the space I had been pretending to charge into, but before I could move in on the opening that left, the three sword-carrying mandrills moved to intercept me, blades slashing out at me in careful sequence to cover any openings that the others might leave. With this degree of coordination and focus, it was all I could do to parry the incoming attacks to avoid getting cut to ribbons.

This was obviously a strategy intended to take on one powerful foe. They must have trained for this to take on J.J. eventually, or else to try to deal with the Big One before they tamed it.

Or perhaps there were so few good fighters in the human camp they were marching on that they’d prepared to kill them one at a time.

Whatever the reason, it meant that they were utterly unprepared for the complication of Noaich.

My companion lunged from stealth, having gone unnoticed while the mandrills were focused on me. Jaws clamped down on one of the poleaxe-wielders and there was a hooting yelp of surprise and pain before she was body-slammed into the ground as Noaich ripped her off her feet. Unless she could break his grip, she would be dead in seconds. With both Howl and Enrage still rolling, there wasn’t time for any hesitation.

As soon as her companions tried to help, I lunged in as well. The leader stayed focused on me, but both the other frontliners were too distracted by Noaich to back her up.

One of my axes parried her sword to the side, leaving her open to me slashing her across the chest, augmenting the attack with Maul. The blast of energy hit the whole group, opening bleeding wounds on them. I didn’t think it was going to be a substantial amount of damage over the course of the fight, but it would punish the whole group for looking away.

If I could convince them that I was the real threat, then my defenses just had to hold long enough for Noaich to finish picking them off for me.

The leader lashed out at me, faster than I could parry or dodge. Her blade slashed across my chest, drawing a line of red where my armored vest didn’t cover. It was a shallow cut, but a healthy reminder that I couldn’t underestimate her, either. I fell back and the next slash cut through the air where my nose had been a split-second earlier.

One of the other frontliners moved to hack at Noaich instead of returning attention to me, and I couldn’t let that stand. I feinted at the leader, drawing her to move to parry. As soon as she took a defensive stance, I abandoned the attack and rolled past her. A poleaxe hit the ground behind me, but I couldn’t pay any more attention to that. My buddy was in danger and I needed him safe.

The mandrill swiped at Noaich, opening a shallow cut on his scaled back. An instant later, my axe smashed into the small of her back, leaving a much deeper wound. She stumbled forward at the impact and tripped right over Noaich, landing on her face. Noaich went into a death roll with his current prey, and I bounded over top of him, landing on the fallen mandrill. I didn’t give her a chance to recover from my first strike, hacking wildly at the back of her head and neck.

The next swipe of the poleaxe landed on my shoulder blades, throwing me off of the downed mandrill. I expected her to struggle to her feet as soon as I was gone, but she wasn’t moving. Perhaps I’d underestimated the damage the Maul [bleeding] effect was doing. Perhaps she had passed out from blood loss that would kill her in a moment. Either way, she was out of the fight—a challenge that had seemed nearly impossible only a few days ago.

Rolling to my feet as quickly as I could, I assessed the fight.

Three mandrills still standing, with one more being obliterated by Noaich’s death roll.

It was pretty impressive how effective of a combatant he was against the mandrills. They were large and muscular enough to be a threat to me in a fight, but they weren’t heavily-built enough to resist the death roll. It was a tactic that was uniquely suited to fighting them, and considering his animosity towards them, it was no wonder he was so intent on perfecting it.

The leader of the raiding party made a gesture with one hand.

Wild Empathy didn’t translate it, but informed me that it represented an authoritative order, and she expected the others to obey.

To my dismay, the other two broke away from her and moved to engage with Noaich, and when I went to intervene, the leader was suddenly right up in my face, moving with alacrity she simply hadn’t possessed a second ago.


Chapter 56
Outta Here


My parrying skill wasn’t up to the task of meeting every attack. The leader’s frenzied assault was unnaturally quick, and I only managed to swat away every third attack. Some of the others were deflected by my armor, though, the blade impacting the leather, scales, and bones on my armor and leaving superficial scratches and gouges behind, but not doing damage.

She was using an ability. Something that increased her speed at the cost of her damage output. While I was struggling to defend myself, the penalty gave me a chance. I just had to weather the storm without taking too much damage, and then I could turn the tables.

But I didn’t have time for that. The other two were closing in on Noaich, and I couldn’t defend him from here. I had to reverse direction and go on the offensive.

I activated Bloodbath. The damage boost from the ability was minor, but the healing effect would let me throw caution to the wind. I accepted taking the mandrill’s sword across the side of my head, smashing my own axe into her shoulder. The weapon bit deep, and as it dished out damage to her, I felt my own wounds closing.

There was a brief moment when she noticed.

I tried not to savor the fear in her eyes.

I didn’t totally succeed.

“I bet you think we’re just vermin, huh?” I said, bringing my other axe around and slashing into her arm. My wounds closed a little more. “A little bit of pest control is nothing to you, right? But I bet it’s not as much fun when the mice fight back, is it?”

She gritted her teeth. I could tell she wanted to respond, but responding would give me legitimacy. Acknowledging my personhood was anathema to her philosophy, and so she was refusing to do it. She had to think of me as a parrot doing a parlor trick, and it was working. It meant she could shut me out and ignore the implications. She wasn’t going to have her mind changed by a few teasing insults.

But the distraction was pretty good.

My axes cut into her leg, her arm, her flank, all of them repairing my wounds and forcing her onto the defensive. Despite her speed, her parrying skill wasn’t a match for mine. Whatever class abilities she had, she didn’t have extra evasion bonuses from anything like my Intuition passive. She was able to dodge and parry a few of my attacks, but she couldn’t keep up her offense unless she let me hack away at her freely, and she didn’t have the sustain tools that being a Marauder had given me.

She started to back off. It was like she couldn’t use her speed to dodge or parry, and so she instead used it to maintain distance, trying to stay where my axes couldn’t reach. After all, there was no way she could keep ahead of me once that speed bonus wore off. She could wait out my Bloodbath from out of my reach and then re-evaluate her attack from there.

Of course, that was what I’d wanted.

I took three furious swipes at her as she backed away, lunging with each one to force her to fully commit. I couldn’t have her dancing in and out. I needed her to want the space between us. And as soon as she did, I broke away and ran, dashing towards where Noaich was trying to fend off two attackers at once.

The leader could easily catch me. Her speed ability would ensure that I couldn’t get there without her catching up. But the panic made her careless. She thought that one of her soldiers might die because she’d let herself be outsmarted by something she saw as a beast. She rushed headlong at my back and didn’t stop to think that there might be consequences for that action.

I threw my elbow backwards almost blindly, connecting right with her temple as I used Skull Bash.

Forcing her to take a moment to back away wasn’t going to stop her long enough to let me help Noaich.

But stunning her was exactly the opening I needed.

Noaich was being kept at bay by the mandrill with the poleaxe, so that he couldn’t grab and death roll the one with the sword, and the one with the sword was slashing wildly at him. His thick scaled hide held off most of the strikes, but wounds had opened here and there, bleeding him slowly. As I watched, she left a deeper cut across his shoulder, drawing a hiss of pain from him. He was snapping at her in return, and she had a few bleeding puncture wounds, but the poleaxe was always in the way, keeping him from committing to a more substantial attack.

In the brief opening I had before the leader was no longer stunned and would intervene, I activated Treat, healing Noaich’s wounds. The cuts on his back closing up suddenly confused and alarmed the mandrills. With no apparent source of the sudden healing, they hesitated, unsure of how to proceed.

In that opening, I hit the one with the poleaxe, and I hit her hard.

I drove both axes into her ribs at the same time. With Bloodbath active, the burst of damage closed the rest of my wounds, putting me back at full strength—minus the abilities that were still on cooldown.

She faltered, turning to try and defend herself from me, and Noaich didn’t wait for my order to lunge.

The mandrill with the sword tried to ward him off but he was more than willing to trade blows. Her blade opened a deep cut along the side of his head, just above his eye. It was a small price to pay for snapping his jaws shut on her midsection with crushing force, teeth digging a deep grip so that he could slam his foe into a bone-shattering roll.

Even more so, as I was sharing my Bloodbath ability, the wound was already closing as he dished out the damage.

The leader dashed up behind me, apparently trying to blindside me while I was distracted. Thanks to Beast Hunter, my senses were too sharp for that to work. I had been forced to learn to parse a lot of information from my detection skill all at the same time in a way that nobody else was. It meant that when she drove her sword at my back, I could count on my Intuition to help me dodge, spinning out of the way so that she nearly ran through her own ally.

The poleaxe came down at my head in retribution for my attacks, and I was barely able to catch it on the side of one of my axes to redirect the blow away from splitting my head open. I wanted to counterattack, but the leader was on me as well, and while her speed ability seemed to have run its course, she was still very skilled with a blade, forcing me to defend myself. The two together were able to weave a web of steel that was a big problem for me to face. I couldn’t reverse direction and go on the offensive against one without the other driving her weapon towards my face.

I needed a distraction.

“Shouldn’t you be helping your friend?” I said to the mandrill with the poleaxe in a casual tone.

The leader had been intent on treating me as a beast. She had forced herself to treat my words as nothing more than coincidental grunts that sounded like they were conveying meanings.

But the other one hadn’t been forced to face her conviction on that front.

She turned and looked at the mandrill that Noaich was killing.

I pounced on the leader as soon as the opening was there. That brief distraction was more than enough. She drove her sword into my gut, but my axes rained down on her head and neck. With all the damage I’d racked up on her so far, the sudden offensive was more than enough.

The first strike opened up a huge cut across her forehead, sending a curtain of blood into her eyes.

The second drenched her in her own blood from a deep gash across her neck.

The third split her skull open.

She was dead before the fourth strike came down.

Her blade in my gut had done a lot of damage. But after fully healing off of Bloodbath, it wasn’t too much for me to handle. And as I whirled back around to face the mandrill with the poleaxe, I let the weapon sit there, jutting out of me. It strained the pain tolerance imbued upon me by my constitution stat, but I didn’t want to get my head lopped off because I let my guard down.

The mandrill with the poleaxe looked at me, at her fallen leader, and then back at Noaich who was still blending her companion on the puree setting.

For a moment, it seemed like she was going to cry. It was a reasonable response. If I was stocking shelves at work and a wild chimpanzee burst into the store, killed all my coworkers, and then stared me down with a weapon in its chest, I probably wouldn’t have had an emotionally stable response either.

I slowly pulled the blade out of my torso, staring her in the eye the whole time. Activating Second Wind stopped me from losing too much blood as I cast the weapon aside.

The mandrill dropped her weapon and bolted.

I tried to give chase, but she’d activated some ability and sped away at physics-defying speeds. Her feet blurred as she kicked up a plume of dirt and dried pine needles off the forest floor as well. Even if I could have matched her speed, I couldn’t have made an effective pursuit through the cloud of debris. There was barely time to start the chase before I was forced to give it up and walk back to Noaich, wiping dirt and dust out of my eyes.

Where’d it go? my companion asked when I returned.

“Well,” I said. “I made an executive decision. A little mercy, you know? Leave one alive to tell the tale. Entirely on purpose.”


Chapter 57
Stamina Challenge


That wasn’t smart, Noaich protested.

I watched through my detection radius as the mandrill ran directly away from the human town on the other side of my senses.

“Probably,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I agreed; I wasn’t a murderous monster and she had been terrified. But I knew he was smarter than me, and leaving an enemy combatant alive was risky—even if I was only pretending it had been a choice on my part. “But what else could I do?”

Kill it? Noaich asked, tone clear that he thought that was obvious.

“Well, yeah,” I said, kneeling down to get closer to eye level with him. “But what would that make me?”

Stronger, Noaich said.

The suggestion made me check my character sheet. To my surprise, I had gained a level. I was now Level 7, with a few new toys in my arsenal. It seemed taking on a whole squad of mandrills and mounts—combined with escaping the entelodont encounter and completing the challenge quest to identify J.J.—was more than enough to push me over the edge.

I invested my stat points and went over the changes on my sheet quickly, filtering out all the familiar abilities and achievements just to see my new toys.

Colin Richardson
Level 7 Beastmaster

HP: 506/732
MP: 0/0
SP: 110/110

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

[Class Abilities]

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.
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 and the Beastmaster. The next melee attack gains a 30-foot range. Mistral Reach counts as a melee attack for the purposes of other abilities.

[Class Achievements]

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

[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.

---

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 7 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 525/525
MP: 350/350
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Very Friendly
Growth: 85/100

STR: 10
CON: 16
DEX: 14
AGI: 9
INT: 16
WIS: 12

The regular number growth felt good. Increasing my DEX over my other stats was a hard call, but it made sense to me given how my subclass’s development was pushing me towards offense. The faster my hands, the more effectively I could fight. As much as I wanted to push my defensive stats—CON, AGI, and WIS—to make me better able to tank damage, I wasn’t getting more tools for that.

I needed to transition into boosting my damage output, or else I was going to get in big trouble when my old Marauder toolkit came up short against my enemies’ damage.

The new abilities though… those were interesting. Not to mention the upgrade to my axe damage achievement from the fight we’d just won.

“Got stronger anyway,” I said to Noaich. “Let’s clean up around here and then we can figure out what we’ve got. And then in the morning we can decide if what I did was wrong or right.”

Once more, all I could get from the mandrills was what they were carrying or wearing. The poleaxes were nice weapons, and the swords were higher level than my axes, but they weren’t axe-type weapons, and so wouldn’t benefit from my skill and achievement. They were a little better, but not 20% damage and 24 skill rating worth of better.

The mounts gave some stuff, at least.

Terrorbird Claw
Reagent, Armor Material
Reagent Properties: Increases DEX, AGI, and/or athletics, varying with other ingredients. Grinding required.
Armor Material Properties: Armor bearing these claws imbues the swift spirit of the terrorbird. Gear gains bonus attribute: athletics Skill.

Terrorbird Feather
Weapon Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons decorated with these feathers inherit the swift spirit of the terrorbird. Increases the wielder’s attack speed on hit.

There was also some meat to be had, which went into our comfortable stockpile of food. As soon as we were done looting the fallen, taking what we wanted to discarding the rest, I led us a bit away from the carnage, finding a small clear spot where I could set a fire and cook us some dinner.

Shouldn’t we go there? Noaich asked, gesturing northeast, towards the human camp on the edge of my senses. It’s safe now, right?

“Maybe,” I said with a grimace as I speared a bit of meat on a stick and started to hold it over the fire. “Maybe not. I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

Can defend them, Noaich said, settling in beside me to wait for his meal. Whatever comes for us, we can handle for them. Very strong now.

“Maybe, maybe not,” I warned. “Remember, J.J. couldn’t protect the people he was with, and he had weird tree powers.” I pointed towards the field of dead mandrills. “Not so long ago, killing a mandrill was an impossible task. I just wiped out a whole bunch of them, plus their mounts alongside them. Even if they’re just one or two levels down from us, they’re way weaker than we are. Something we can fight off easily could slap one of them down faster than we could react.”

How do you know they’re weaker? Noaich asked. I wondered why he was so insistent on finding a way to talk our way through the figurative barrier I’d put up between us and the camp.

“The same reason J.J. is stronger than us. And the same reason I’m stronger now than I was with Jamestown,” I said, holding up a hand and counting on my fingers. “Experience point gain is divided among the group. A larger group divides the experience points across more people. And Challenge Quest rewards are based on the difficulty of the task. More people means less difficulty, which means lower rewards unless the task is absolutely impossible. A larger group also discourages monster attacks and ambushes. How many fewer fights would we have been in since we left Jamestown if predators were too scared to attack?”

A lot, Noaich admitted.

“So not only are they each getting less experience points per kill, and getting less rewards from their quests, but they’re facing fewer challenges in general,” I finished. “It’s basic math. They just don’t have the same opportunities with a group as they do solo, and even if it makes it easier for them to gear up and make food and potions and stuff, gaining levels is just the biggest possible power increase by a mile.”

I guess so, Noaich said. He was trying to pretend to be unconvinced, but I could tell he was just feeling a bit sulky at me having a pretty solid explanation.

Perhaps he needed a little bit of an ego boost to cheer him up.

“But to be honest, I’m less afraid for them, and more afraid for us.” I pointed at him. “You’re getting pretty big and scary now. There’s a decent chance that they think we’re a threat and attack us on sight.”

Can defend ourselves, Noaich said, baring his teeth in a crocodile grin. Very strong now.

“Without hurting them?” I asked, arching an eyebrow at him. “Without killing anyone?”

My companion fell silent for a moment, thinking about that.

He was smart enough to recognize what I was saying, he just lacked understanding. Human empathy. Value for life. Respect for others.

These were things I had to teach him, and the easy way to do that was to make him think about them himself.

I let him mull over the question while we ate. I kept a close eye on our surroundings, making sure that no scouting force came our way from the human camp, and that no raiders came from the mandrills in turn.

“I’m not opposed to hiking back down to J.J.’s hut to report back,” I said. I felt comfortable lying, since Noaich knew perfectly well that I was doing it. “But we can crash out here in the wilderness tonight instead to make sure the mandrills don’t try and make a retaliatory strike against the camp.” I consulted my character sheet again. “I also want to play with our new toys.”

I had never had an ability that consumed stamina before like Mistral Reach. The stamina meter had proven to be a mysterious mechanic so far. Physical activity—especially ones that used skills—seemed to drain it, but nothing stopped me from still running around, using skills and abilities when it was empty. It did reflect the amount of physical fatigue I felt, but it didn’t take away the willpower to keep pushing through my exhaustion. And it regenerated as long as I didn’t do anything else that would spend more of it for around a minute.

Having a stamina cost on an ability finally gave me a reason to care. When my stamina was low, I couldn’t use this ability, no matter what had cost me the resource. And considering that I could use it to apply Maul or Snare—or even Skull Bash—at range, being without access to the ability could be an active detriment.

But how did it work? What would happen?

“I have some training to do,” I said to Noaich. “And you can benefit from it, too, I think.”

Checking my stats again reminded me of my Marathon achievement. I’d earned it after a harrowing chase, where I’d been forced to keep running to reach safety after my stamina bar had run dry. Traveling 1,000 feet with 0 stamina had given me a permanent 10% bonus to stamina. If I could run myself dry again, and then force myself to go for a little jog before collapsing into sleep, I could farm more progress on that number, I could increase my stamina even more.

“First things first,” I said, drawing my axe and focusing on the Mistral Reach ability. “Drain the bar.”

Activating the ability meant that the next time I swung my axe, it launched a rippling shockwave that was visible as a bluish ripple in the air. It struck the tree ten feet away from me with ease, leaving a small gouge in the thick bark. I could tell from here that the strike wasn’t as powerful as it could have been if I’d physically landed it. It would have been a nasty surprise to find a damage penalty was left out of the description in a fight, but now that I knew, I could plan accordingly.

Noaich stepped up beside me and tested it as well, snapping his jaws and sending a ripple of force into the tree as well, leaving a shallow bite mark on the tree at a distance. He seemed less impressed with the ability than I was, but that was natural. He wanted to grab enemies and shake them around, not just nibble on them a little.

“Come on, this is about training. Growth,” I explained, swinging my axe again. “This will make us stronger.”

That gave him a little bit more zeal for the task. The steep stamina cost meant that we could only throw two more each before we couldn’t afford another, but I’d keep that in mind. There had to be an achievement to cut the cost, if I could just figure out what would trigger it.

“Step one complete,” I said, once our stamina bars were near-empty. I didn’t feel tired from it, but I hadn’t really started yet. “Now comes the training.”

I led Noaich on a brief jog. I wasn’t sure what, exactly, was triggering athletics checks to cost us stamina, but it was happening, draining the bar. As soon as it emptied, I felt a weariness set down on me. My body wanted to just stop moving, but I was more than strong enough to keep moving.

“Come on,” I said as Noaich started to lag behind. “Keep moving. Just 1,000 feet, that’s all you need.”

Noaich grumbled at that, but kept up with me for a little while. After running a few laps around a big tree, he slowed down and came to a stop, huffing for breath. Checking my sheet confirmed that he’d gotten the achievement, so I let him rest. I kept going until I saw my upgrade pop up in turn.

Marathon II: Travel 3,000 feet while at 0 Stamina (Lifetime). Increase stamina points by 20%, athletics and climb checks consume 10% reduced stamina points.

“Right,” I said as I circled the tree one last time to get to where Noaich was. The exhaustion had grown quite a bit since it had begun, and the sky was pretty dark now. My companion was dozing off when I finally got back to him. “That sounds like an excellent plan, buddy. Let’s get right on that.”

With that, I heaved myself to a comfortable position, leaning against the tree, and drifted off while I waited for the fatigue to fade.

Thanks to the exhaustion, I found myself doing more than drifting. For perhaps the first time since I acquired the Beast Hunter ability, I was able to fall into a true sleep, my surroundings fading from my direct and active attention.

I would soon find out that this was a mistake.


Chapter 58
Higher Ground


I had no idea how long I slept. It was still dark when I became aware of my surroundings, but the low light wasn’t the first thing I noticed. I was sitting bolt upright before I even processed that I was awake, and I felt myself scrambling to my feet before actively choosing to stand.

Something was coming.

It was nice to know that my detection skill could wake me from a dead sleep. But it was far too late now. The thing was closing in fast, and barely a hundred feet away. Hand-like claws churned the forest floor detritus as it thundered towards us. I could sense that it was picking up speed now, going from a trot to a gallop as it sensed us.

The entelodont. The Big One.

I barely had to think about it and Noaich snorted awake as well, going from deep sleep to a ball of adrenaline in a second.

“Uh,” I stammered, trying to think of something—anything—that could get us out of this fight alive.

Run? Noaich asked.

“No,” I said, my brain finally catching up with itself and producing a single coherent thought. “Climb.”

Is this a good idea? Noaich asked, though he was already scrambling up the trunk of the large tree we’d slept up against.

“No, it isn’t,” I said, remembering J.J.’s warnings. The thing could move through the treetops faster than it could across the ground. And we already couldn’t escape it on the ground. “But it’s either this or we stand and fight. I know how that ends when we don’t have a dryad to slow that thing down, so at least this way I can be surprised by how it kills us.”

The new clause on my Marathon achievement made climbing feel much more effortless, and the work we’d done to level our skills while we were living in the treetops paid off in full now as we scrambled up with speed and ease that felt downright supernatural. I imagined our spider-like scramble might have been unnerving to another human watching us, but the oncoming entelodont didn’t seem to notice or care.

We were a little more than halfway up the tree when the beast slammed into the tree trunk below us with its shoulder. Despite the monster’s powerful muscles and the tremendous speed it had built up, the trunk of the tree was far too thick to be shaken more than a little. But feeling the vibrations of the impact was a terrifying reminder of the power that was now following behind us.

Thought Swamp Man was taking care of it, Noaich grumbled as he scrambled, trying to increase his speed up the tree trunk from unwise to unsafe.

I looked down and saw the beast lunge up at us. Giant claws dug into the tree bark, sending bits of wood flying as it scrambled up the tree trunk. Its bestial eyes locked onto us as it bared its strangely human-looking teeth.

Setting eyes on it, the monster wasn’t in the same shape it had been when I’d last seen it. There were large bald patches on its flanks, and the thick hide beneath was raw and red, as if seriously scalded. There were a few gashes on its arms that had scabbed over, along with one right across its nose, leaving dried blood all over the fur on its face.

As it bared its teeth, there was a large shred of thick cloth stuck between its teeth. My enhanced senses pierced the rotten-meat smell of the monster’s breath to sense a vague whiff of methane and mud.

“Looks like it went the other way around,” I snapped back at Noaich as I tried to pick up my pace. “This thing took care of J.J. instead. We’re gonna need a better plan than this if we don’t want to join him.”

Noaich made a grumbling sound that sounded like doubt and disbelief, but there wasn’t time to discuss it right now. Not when the forest canopy was so far away.

However…

The entelodont was struggling on its climb.

We were gaining ground.

I thought for a moment that some injury was slowing it down, but no. Glancing back showed that its limbs were working fine, and all its claws were intact. It was just too heavy to climb straight up at high speed.

“Okay, maybe we have an advantage,” I said quickly. “We can use this.”

How? my companion asked, still focused on the climb.

I wanted to hit it with my new Snare ability to try and slow it down further, but we were too far ahead. More than halfway up to the canopy, we were more than fifty feet away from the beast. Even with Mistral Reach, I wouldn’t be able to hit it from here.

“We go faster,” I snapped, focusing on trying to do so. “Faster would be better.”

Our lead on the beast grew as we climbed, and I didn’t want to waste a second of it. Once we reached the forest canopy, we took to the treetops with the skill and familiarity of a pair of adventurers who had lived up here for weeks. We worked on climbing upward, higher into the canopy as we went, but our primary objective was speed. Leaping and swinging and dancing from branch to branch to get as far from the entelodont as we could while it was still struggling to climb.

The lead was short-lived.

The monster was still in my detection radius when it reached the first branches, and the power of its hand-like paws was apparent within seconds. It gripped at the branches with them, and launched itself off of them like a missile, latching onto the next spot where the branches were thick enough. Even with our tremendous lead, it would be on top of us in just a few moments.

“Higher, higher,” I said to Noaich. “It’s heavy, right? We just gotta find where there are no branches thick enough to hold its weight.”

Noaich made an uncertain sound, but we kept climbing. I felt a surge of hope when my brachiation skill warned me that there weren’t many places I could still stand. If I was struggling, surely the monster catching up to us would just have to circle below until it got bored, right?

That was a gross underestimation of the monster’s abilities.

Right when I thought I was safe, it was right beneath us. But instead of giving up or circling to try and find a way up, it gripped a wide branch and launched itself straight up.

I was unable to suppress a scream as the monstrous face emerged from the branches and opened its mouth wide. I reacted as fast as I could, swinging my axe down at it to hit it with my new Snare ability, but that was the wrong choice. I left a small scratch on the monster’s chin and it chomped its giant teeth down on my leg.

The damage was lower than I had feared, but there was a catch. The attack applied a debuff to me.

Infected Bite
1:30:00
Bitten by a creature with a dirty mouth. Unable to recover hit points. Taking damage over time.

Considering that I hadn’t taken much damage, and the damage over time effect was low, the debuff wasn’t too scary for now. But as the monster fell back through the forest canopy, the timer ticked down, revealing that it was going to last for 90 minutes.

Fighting the monster straight-up went from stupid to suicidal in an instant. So much of my combat strategy relied on my sustain, and if I couldn’t rely on Second Wind and Bloodbath to keep me in the fight, I’d never be able to win.

The monster took a while to find its footing beneath me again. Its weight meant that branches bowed at the impact of its fall, and once it found a branch that could support it, it had to scramble back up through the canopy to get within launch range of us again. The Snare debuff slowing it down gave us a couple of extra seconds to try and prepare for its coming.

What do we do? Noaich asked. What’s the plan?

I tried to think.

We couldn’t fight it. With our recent level gain, I wanted to say that it was only a little bit of a lost cause. My attack to apply Snare had done some unexpected damage, and if my abilities were modified by Enrage and Howl, I might be able to actually hurt it. Mathematically, victory wasn’t impossible. But if I tried to tank through the beast’s damage, I wouldn’t be able to recover. It was a race—my damage output against the monster’s—with the cards stacked against me from the start.

The only real option I seemed to have was Mistral Reach. It didn’t seem to fit in with the rest of my kit of being a more animalistic fighter. Bow had become a class skill for me, though. Were Beastmasters supposed to be ranged fighters, with Mistral Reach as a way to apply melee abilities? Had I been misplaying the class this whole time?

The ability wasn’t going to be able to help me, though. I couldn’t hope to stay ahead of the entelodont’s speed without the support of Snare, and the duration on Snare was so much shorter than its cooldown. Even if I had a bow, and had put time into my bow skill, there was no way for me to stay ahead of it.

I couldn’t worry about it now. The beast was coiling its muscles to launch itself at us again. We couldn’t run. We couldn’t hide. We couldn’t fight.

What else could we do?

“Get clear of me,” I said to Noaich. “I have an idea. It’s a terrible idea. But that's all I’ve got.”

Noaich was about to ask for me to clarify, but it was time to go. The entelodont launched itself up at me, and I had to act.

Instead of going for another bite, the claws on the monster’s forelimbs reached out for me. I ducked under the first one, parrying it over my head with my axe, but I wasn’t fast enough to roll away from the second. Just as it had in the encounter in the mandrill town, the claw swiped a huge chunk of hit points out of me.

I couldn’t take another attack like that. It would bypass the whole hit point range where my Last Stand passive would be active.

I would just die.

I only had one chance at this. If I failed, my life was over. But if I could make it happen, we could live to fight another day.

Instead of letting the beast fall away, I leaped off of my perch a second after it fell. The entelodont noticed my big stupid idiot move and kept its eyes on me, even though its attention was still on arresting its fall, its clawed hands reaching out to grab at branches.

That was when I struck.

I sent a Mistral Reach attack at the first branch it grabbed. The strike damaged the branch above where the monster grabbed, and it snapped, not slowing the beast down at all. It scrambled, for a moment, reaching for another branch, and Mistral Reach let me cut that one out from under it, too.

For a single incredibly satisfying moment, I saw fear in the entelodont’s eyes.

It reached the broad branch that had stopped it last time, but it was going too fast now. It bent much too far, and using my final use of Mistral Reach caused the bend to become a break.

We’d fallen through almost the whole forest canopy.

The entelodont was in freefall now, scrambling in all directions to grab onto every branch it could.

Everything broke apart under its grip.

There was not enough to stop it.

But it was slowing down and I wasn’t.

It opened its mouth, reaching to bite me again to drag me down with it.

I twisted in the air, my acrobatics skill letting me avoid the chomping teeth. As soon as they closed beneath me, I lashed out, kicking it right in one of its front teeth.

With the kick, I used Skull Bash.

The brief [stun] debuff meant that it wasn’t grabbing at branches around it for a fraction of a second. Instead of being spread out as it scrambled, they whipped around it, buffeting me and finally slowing my fall. One of them caught me in the gut hard enough to do damage, but it counted as fall damage, and my Freefall achievement saved me. The impact didn’t bring me to a total stop, but the next branch I hit was enough for me to stay in the forest canopy.

Meanwhile, the entelodont fell from the canopy.

There were no more branches all the way down.

For a second, I thought it was as good as dead. Between all the battle damage it had sustained from J.J. and the tremendous fall, I expected to see it hit the forest floor like a melon. When the stun from Skull Bash faded, it twisted in the air like a cat and landed on its feet.

BOOM.

The impact was like a bomb. The whole forest reverberated with it. Dust and pine needles flew up in a great plume. Through my detection radius, I could see every living thing that was calmly going about its business panic and hide at the unexpected sound.

When the dust cleared, the entelodont was still standing.

And, to my horror, it moved towards the nearest tree trunk, intending to climb up again.


Chapter 59
Desperate Times


I started to scramble my way back up into the treetops to get back to Noaich, but I stopped myself. This was stupid. I could reach him through our connection. I could just tell him to start moving.

Using my abilities, I directed him to start running east through the treetops, and did so myself as fast as I could. Noaich stayed high up in the forest canopy, and I focused on keeping up before moving to ascend to meet him.

What happened? Noaich asked as we were reunited.

“It fell,” I said. “That seemed to piss it off more than it slowed it down.”

What are we going to do?

“There’s only one advantage we seem to have,” I said quickly. “It’s faster on the ground, and it’s faster in the treetops, but it’s really slow to go from down there to up here. All we have to do is get out of its detection range before it gets back up to the treetops. If we can do that, we can escape.”

I could still sense the entelodont in my detection radius. It was climbing the tree, but slowly, as expected. I wasn’t sure exactly how far it could sense us, but I knew its radius was larger than most of the other things we’d dealt with out in the wilds. I had to assume that if I could still see it, we were in danger.

I’d been wrong that the fall had completely unaffected the creature. It was mostly uninjured—no broken bones or bleeding—but it was moving a bit slower than it had been. It was going to be a bit slower to get back to the treetops.

It wasn’t much, but considering that the Infected Bite debuff was still ticking away my hit points and stopping me from recovering, I needed every edge I could get.

Pushing ourselves to our limits was hard. It wasn’t long before I felt my stamina stat run dry. After blowing most of it on the three Mistral Reach attacks to break the branches and stop the beast from catching itself, and then immediately taking off through the trees at breakneck speed, I was honestly surprised it had lasted so long. It was much easier to keep going now, though. While my stamina bar was empty, my system was chock-full of adrenaline. The thrill of danger meant that I could just keep going and going. Even if I knew it was going to make me crash as soon as I stopped.

Need to change directions soon, Noaich warned as we leaped through the forest canopy. Saw us go east. Gotta go another way soon.

“I know,” I lied, quickly coming up with an excuse for my shortsightedness, “but we can’t change direction too early. It can’t see us change direction or the whole effort is wasted.”

With that said, the choice was about to be taken away from us. The beast was about to reach the treetops, and once it started moving east, our lead was going to shrink instead of grow.

“Now,” I said shortly, changing my path to angle us northeast.

I wanted to try and make it to the river. If all else failed, I suspected that the entelodont’s senses wouldn’t be well-suited to the water, and we could either find a deep spot to dive under and pray, or run up the river to try and shed our scent. I could have gone straight north to get to it faster, but that would have taken us right into the human camp. The last thing I wanted was to call this kind of destruction down on them. I had to give the camp a wide berth.

For a brief moment, the entelodont barreling towards us was a terrifying sign that we were about to die. It spurred us on to run even faster, but after a few moments, I noticed the discrepancy in its path. It was still launching itself straight east, even as we were farther and farther north of its course.

“It’s working,” I said, forcing myself to keep going despite the exhaustion slowly engulfing my body. “We might get away with this!”

Noaich didn’t have anything to say about that, either because he was focused on his brachiation, or because he wasn’t delirious from fatigue.

The surrounding branches thinned slightly as we neared the river. Once the water itself came within my detection radius, I saw that it would be a challenge to cross it. It was just wide enough that it made a gap in the forest canopy that would be too wide for us to leap, and the sunlight that would stream down during the day had covered the banks in thick brush. Even approaching the water at ground level would require wrestling with bushes and briars.

“Down, down, down,” I said, focusing on descending from the treetops. “To the ground.”

Scrambling through the canopy, I stopped us at a tree with its base buried in the brush at the river’s bank. It felt like a tremendous physical relief to be climbing instead of brachiating as I led us down into the brush. Even when I didn’t have stamina to spend, the reduced cost from my Marathon achievement had its benefits.

In fact, just before I reached the ground, I felt the sensation of another achievement ping.

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.

I had been hoping for brachiation to be the next addition to the achievement, but I could admit that it wasn’t likely. Brachiation couldn’t be a common traversal mechanic in the system. How many planets had trees?

Enough that brachiation was a skill.

Huh.

I put that thought aside for now. Dropping from the tree into the soggy bushes by the side of the river, I crouched down, activating Hide In Plain Sight out of habit more than anything else. I hoped that the stealth ability wouldn’t need to hold up to the entelodont’s detection skill.

Uncomfortably far from the edge of my detection radius—far too close for me to be happy—the giant monster rushed through the treetops like a bullet train. Not only was it moving at speed, but it was pushing itself to go faster than before. Branches shattered before the force of its passage.

But it blew right by where we’d arced off of the due east path. It kept on going when it was past us, and then it vanished to the east out of my detection radius.

I blew out a long breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

“I’m going to be honest with you, bud,” I said to Noaich. “There’s no way I thought that was going to work. I was pretty sure we were toast.”

Might still be, Noaich said, his tone worried as he indicated the bite on my leg.

The wound wasn’t that bad. The health points system—combined with my high CON stat—meant that I had a considerable amount of medically illogical endurance. Something that size actually biting me should have taken the leg off entirely, but not only was it still here, all I had were some deep, bleeding tooth marks.

I considered what I could do about it. The debuff meant that I couldn’t heal. A testing activation of a charge of Second Wind confirmed it when nothing happened. I watched my hit points and gritted my teeth at the reminder that the debuff was also draining my health. It was very, very slow—slower than one point per second—but with the outrageous duration, it was definitely going to kill me before it wore off.

“Uh, okay,” I said. “I have some options for this.”

I didn’t really.

There were three things I could do, and one of them was Second Wind.

I scrambled for our resources, looking for medicinal herbs. I didn’t have tools to do any proper alchemy here. All my skill gains since leaving Jamestown had been from identifying things.

Just the same, I had a handful of dried leaves from the treetops that were supposed to restore hit points.

Without any tools to grind the herbs, I just chewed them up in my mouth, which nearly overwhelmed my senses with the flavor and texture of muddy rocks. With my Savagery passive ability, I wasn’t afraid of any poisonous side effects.

Unfortunately, it was all for naught as I spit into my hand and rubbed the stuff into my wounds. There was a tingling sensation that told me that I’d successfully made some kind of primitive poultice, but nothing happened.

The debuff remained, and my hit points continued to tick down.

What else? Noaich asked, an edge of fear in the question.

“Well, I have two options left,” I explained carefully. “One of them is to rest. Maybe the healing from resting will bypass the effect.”

And the other option?

“Thoughts and prayers,” I said, putting on my biggest, fakest smile.

Trying to rest meant that I needed to sit still. It was hard to get comfortable here in the brush by the river bank—the area was cool and damp, and there were bushes and branches poking at us from all angles. But I had a tree to put my back against.

I found that having recently emptied my stamina bar helped immensely when I tried to force myself to calm down. As soon as I tried to force the adrenaline in my system to sit still and let me rest, all that fatigue that I’d been pushing away rushed in to meet me. I found myself reminded that all this had happened at some unknown time in the middle of the night, after having my much-needed sleep interrupted. It would make it that much easier for resting to heal me if I fell into true sleep, right?

I hoped that when I woke up, I would still be alive.


Chapter 60
Interlude 2: Desperate Measures


Colin was in danger.

Going to sleep didn’t seem like a smart decision to me. In hindsight, it also didn’t seem like a smart decision to trust that he knew something I didn’t. My best guess from here was that the infection was having other effects on him. It could be dulling his senses and slowing his thoughts. Making him make decisions that weren’t smart.

I had to help him.

Just didn’t know how.

Working with Colin gave me a lot of new abilities. Higher stats, new abilities, and much sharper senses. It hadn’t given me his weird upright gait and grabby limbs, though.

I couldn’t easily go through the wooden case of stuff he carried to try and find a new solution.

There were benefits to being a baurusuchus, but I had to admit that there were some drawbacks, too.

There was only one smart move for me.

I had to get him to other humans.

The swamp man that Colin called Jay Jay was right out. Not only was that too far to travel, but I didn’t trust him. Especially since he’d obviously torn a part of his own robe off to jam it into the entelodont’s teeth to fake his death.

I wasn’t sure what game he was playing, but with beasts that powerful, the best chance of survival is to play along.

At the edges of my enhanced senses, though, there was another option. The human camp Colin had just risked our lives to save. If he was right, and they were worth the risk, then they must have the ability to save him in return now.

I nudged Colin over onto his side and grabbed him by the shoulder. His leather vest was thick enough that I could grip with my teeth without hurting him as I pulled, dragging him to the west, towards the camp.

Ape-like breath (bad), Colin mumbled in his sleep, communicating as he usually did with a series of sounds rather than movements. Need to find (remake, create anew) tooth cleanse paste (past item, long since lost).

All gibberish to me. Reinforced the idea that the infection was affecting his thoughts.

I thought that pulling his body through the underbrush would rouse him. Wake him up. Then I could convince him to move. Get him to walk there himself.

Instead, he stayed limp. Heavy.

The wound was keeping him down.

Getting him to safety was up to me.

The brush and undergrowth was hard to push through, walking backwards dragging a body, so instead of heading straight west towards the human camp, I headed south away from the river. Getting Colin out of the brush and back to the more open areas of the forest floor made my task much easier. Instead of dragging and catching, he slid smoothly over the dirt and roots. Would just be a few minutes to cross the distance now. More than enough time to save him from his wound.

As the camp grew closer, my senses picked up on the humans there. More than I’d expected for such a small territory. It was easy to imagine that Colin would be able to tell things about them through his senses.

They were all just humans to me. Weird upright posture. Grabby limbs. Fuzzy. Gross stink. The usual, no different from my friend.

No different from my friend.

I stopped a little way away from the camp. Far enough that I hadn’t been seen yet. I couldn’t keep going. Dragging Colin towards camp would cause them to see a human like them in the jaws of a predator. A strong, powerful predator. My terrifying presence would spur them to action. They’d attack. Would have to fight them to protect myself. Kill them.

Suddenly remembered Colin’s words yesterday.

You have grown large and terrible (compliment, affectionate), he had said. They may be frightened (misinformed, adversarial) and do us harm (prey defense instinct).

Foolishly, I had pointed out that we would win a fight. Was lucky that I listened to his wisdom then. If we’d gone to the camp then and killed the humans who were scared enough to attack us, then those humans would be dead. Couldn’t help us if they were dead.

“I must fetch them,” I said, more to myself than to my unconscious companion. “I must present myself non threateningly. Get them to come here.” I sniffed at the foul-smelling wound on his leg. It wasn’t worse, but it wasn’t better, either. “They’ll help. If they see.”

Colin made no response to that. Not that I expected him to. Just kind of hoped.

Mama had never taught me how to appear non-threatening, but there was some body language in my vocabulary for it. Things she had done to soothe me when I was upset. Things I had not been shown, but still understood to be calming.

Things I could try.

Didn’t want to sneak up on them. If I was suddenly in the middle of their camp, they might be startled. Scaring them could make them violent. Instead, I found their guardians, and approached them. It was two humans, on the southwest edge of the camp. They weren’t enough to watch the whole camp, but they were positioned on the side closest to the mandrills. Smart enough. They could raise an alarm when raiders came, even if they wouldn’t have enough strength to fight.

I approached straight on, turned sideways with my head low. Periodically, my front shoulder dipped, going into a brief roll to show my belly.

“I mean you no harm,” I said with every movement. “I am not your enemy. I mean you no harm.”

Unlike Colin, when the humans started making noises at me, it was just garbled nonsense. Their intent was clear, though.

They drew their weapons.

One of them had a long and pointy claw of metal, like what the mandrills had carried. The other had a strange curvy stick that it held another stick crosswise to. More of the humans were responding to their garbled alarm sounds. Alone, I could easily kill one of them. And if the other was slow to retaliate, I could take it out as well. But killing wasn’t the way out of this. I had to convey peacefulness.

My body language wasn’t working. I needed to try and do what Colin would do. He was a human. They would understand his language.

The humans hadn’t attacked yet. Clearly, they were frightened of my obvious power, and waiting to outnumber me by enough that the fight would be even. That was fortunate for me. It gave me a second chance to make peace.

Just had to do it like a human.

Balancing on my hind legs was difficult. The humans’ ability to do so didn’t make sense. But I had a tail to brace against the ground. Flailed my forelimbs at the humans, and tried to make sounds with my throat. It was just meaningless croaking.

They attacked.

The one with the curved stick did something, and the second stick flew through the air, striking the soft hide on my belly. There was a little metal tooth on the end of the stick that pierced through my skin.

It hurt.

For a brief moment, I wanted to retaliate. To rush them. Crush them.

But I remembered Colin’s warning. His condition.

Of course the humans attacked. Likely thought I was using my power against them. The wizard power that Colin had promised me to learn. In my haste to try and make peace, I’d scared them out of their minds. Foolish of me.

I fled, running back towards Colin. I hoped one would follow. If they saw him, they would help. But they were too focused. Single-minded on the defense of their camp. Admirable for them, but terrible for me.

“Colin,” I said when I returned, nudging him as hard as I could with my shoulder, trying to rouse him. “I cannot make contact. They attacked me. How do I make peace? How do I get help?”

Stupid (directed at other, derogatory), he grumbled. Where my hide touched his skin, he was warm. Too warm for even a warm-blooded being to be healthy. Canine vocalization (loud, insistent) summons aid when Timothy (child, informal, nonspecific) is in the drinking water (dangerous, constructed), but my companion (friend, beloved) with higher INT (system) than me can’t even get a greeting (nonviolent, peaceful).

He was clearly delirious. His eyes fluttered, but wouldn’t stay open. Looked pale. Too pale.

Time was running out.

I nudged my nose under his body. He was heavy, but under his care, I’d grown strong. Rolled him over my head and onto my back. Legs and arms dragged on either side of me, but it was the best I could do.

“They may hurt me,” I said as I started to carry Colin on my back towards the camp. “But I must get you to them. They will help. They must help. Even if it means they attack me.”

It was slow to carry Colin like this. Slower than gripping with my mouth. Kept sliding around on my back, nearly falling one way or the other. Had to slow down or I’d drop him.

His body felt dangerously warm. His breathing was dangerously shallow. Didn’t have time to find a better way. Couldn’t drag him with my teeth, or the humans would attack before seeing something was wrong.

No time. No choices.

Just had to hope.

There were more humans at the edge of the camp when I got there again. Bolstered forces in hopes of facing me in a fair fight. I worried that they might attack again, flinging more of those tooth-tipped sticks at us.

Unexpectedly, their superior numbers worked to our advantage.

One of them saw me carrying Colin. It made some noises at the others as they were raising their weapons. As with the others, I couldn’t understand them at all. Just random human noises. But it stopped them. Stayed their hands.

The one who had spoken slowly approached. Its movements were cautious and hesitant, like terrified prey, but it approached. Looking at Colin, but casting fearful glances at my teeth.

It said something as it got close. Saw Colin’s condition.

Some of the others started to move forward, putting their weapons away. One of them ran into town, making a loud alarm-sound. Even without being able to understand the noises, I recognized bits of their body language from Colin’s past behavior.

Dismay. Concern. Worry.

Care.

The human approached, and carefully tried to scoop Colin off of my back. It was strong enough to lift him by itself. I let it take him.

It made a gesture that I’d seen from Colin before. A tip of the head. When Colin did that, his power let me understand that he wanted me to follow.

I followed the human into the camp as it took Colin in to help him.


Chapter 61
The Budget Afterlife


In nature, only the strong are supposed to survive.

In defiance of all odds, I did too.

I’d expected to wake up right about where I left off, bleeding and wounded in the bushes by the river.

Well, to be totally honest, I’d kind of expected not to wake up at all, whatever that would mean.

But I’d hoped to get lucky. I’d underestimated just how lucky I could get.

I woke up in what was unmistakably a proper bed. If it weren’t for the pain in my leg, throbbing in my skull, and the taste of blood on my teeth, I might have taken it as a sign that I hadn’t survived at all. It was certainly possible that I’d died and gone to the budget afterlife, where such comforts as beds existed, but they couldn’t turn off the pains of your body, but I doubted it. If there was an afterlife, I expected it to be a lot hotter when I got there.

“Awake?” a gentle voice asked from somewhere that was uncomfortably close to be a surprise. “Good. I was afraid we’d lost you.”

My Beast Hunter passive suddenly lit up my brain. She was practically right on top of me. More than that, there were a little over two dozen people all within my detection radius. Wooden homes studded the area beside the river, which had been cleared of brush and flattened. There was a blazing furnace about thirty feet to my left, where someone was working, smelting ore down into usable iron. A giant pit near at hand was being mined by five people, three of them digging and two of them hauling ore to the furnace.

People worked with metal tools. They carried metal weapons. And they had metal springs for a proper mattress. The whole place had the feel of being just a little farther along technologically than Jamestown, despite having half the population.

More than that, they felt like they were a little farther along than even the mandrills.

And I was here in the heart of their operation.

According to J.J.’s warning, if I was here, then something of my level could spawn and attack. And if I was higher level than they were, then these people could get wiped out. And even if they were strong enough to weather it with my help, it would leave them weak and vulnerable to the mandrill attack.

I had to get out of here.

Just thinking about sitting up made my head vibrate like the bell at a boxing ring—two sharp dings warning me that it was time to stop. When a pair of hands landed on my shoulders and firmly pressed me back down, I decided that those two things together were probably a sign from a higher power to just stay down.

“Take it easy,” that gentle voice said again, “we wouldn’t want to incur the wrath of your friend if we let you hurt yourself, would we?”

I finally managed to force my eyes open.

The room was obviously an infirmary. My bed wasn’t the only one here, though mine was the only one occupied right now. There were basins of water near at hand, along with other supplies that were unmistakably for first aid. Bandages, needle and thread, and even a handful of smoothed sticks that were no doubt for making splints.

To my surprise, Noaich was close at hand. He’d stretched out on the floor next to my bed, but was standing up now. I couldn’t see him from here, but my detection radius was more than enough to see the clear concern in his body language.

There was a wooden stool next to my bed, and as I stopped trying to sit up, the woman beside me sat back down on it. She was slim to the point where she seemed sickly to me, and her long silky dress was just a bit too close-fitting for her to be hiding any weapons in it. Tall, though, with long brown hair in ringlets that I would have suspected were unnatural if it weren’t for the apocalypse. Her kindly green eyes regarded me with interest, though she wrinkled her slightly downturned nose in dismay when she looked down at the wounds on my body.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t do more for you,” she said at last. “It took more power than I expected to remove the debuff, so I don’t have the juice left for your wounds. I should be able to heal you more in a few minutes.”

Quickly checking over myself, I could see that the Infected Bite debuff was gone. My Last Stand buff was active, though, which is probably what had kept me alive until whatever had happened to get me here.

“Thanks,” I said, surprised at how my voice croaked out the words. I grimaced at the pain in my throat. I was badly dehydrated, and as soon as I noticed, I was hungry, too. “I can take it from here.”

Second Wind actually worked this time, to my tremendous relief. I felt my wounds stitching closed, and shortly after, as the regenerative aftereffect of the ability did its work, I felt the much deeper itch of rest-induced healing kick in.

“Could I get some—” I croaked, but she was already holding a carved wooden cup full of water.

I started to sit up again to take the cup from her, but she forced me back down onto the bed again—this time with a firm glare rather than her hands—and gently poured the water into my mouth with a practiced hand. One little sip at a time rehydrated my mouth and throat, and then I could feel the cold, clean water bringing my core temperature down and dispersing through my body.

“Let me guess,” I said, my voice far more normal now. “Nurse?”

“No,” she chuckled. “I just had to take care of my sister when she was sick. Picked up a few things.”

Don’t scare me like that, Noaich admonished, hopping up and putting his front feet on the side of the bed. He looked down at me with feigned anger that barely covered up his genuine concern for me. Can’t become powerful wizard if you die.

“I’m sure you’d figure it out,” I said, waving dismissively. “What happened, anyway?”

Carried you here, Noaich said, puffing up with a little bit of pride. Told them to make you better. Remembered what you said, though. Didn’t hurt them. Did good, right?

“Sorry if my sidekick gave you any trouble,” I said to the woman. Before Noaich could protest, I turned back to him to add: “When you jump out of a tree to save us from a giant tree-pig monster, then I’ll be the sidekick.”

“No trouble at all,” the woman said with a chuckle as she returned the cup to a spot next to the water-filled metal basin. “Though it was a near thing. When my sister brought you in, I thought you were already gone.”

“You did good, then,” I said to Noaich. “Just in the nick of time.”

“That’s not an exaggeration,” the woman said, reaching over me and scratching the top of Noaich’s head. He leaned into the touch with a bit of familiarity that told me that I’d been out longer than I’d thought. “If he’d been just a few minutes later, we’d be digging a hole for you.”

“Can you…” I pointed back and forth between her and Noaich, “can you two understand each other?”

“No, not really,” the woman said, returning her attention to my wounds, looking a lot happier to see them closing now. “But considering the lengths he went to just to get our attention, it’s easy to see that you’re important to him. It’s not that hard to understand once you have that context.”

I grimaced at that. I’d been so concerned with myself that I hadn’t considered Noaich’s feelings. I should have worked harder to put his mind at ease. Even for his size and intelligence, he was still effectively a child. He didn’t deserve to be put through that stress.

Then again, the concern that had been distracting me was imminent death. Maybe I could be given a pass for that.

Now don’t have to go solo anymore, Noaich said, gesturing at the woman with his snout. They let me in. Aren’t attacking me anymore. And no big monsters have come. Could stay here?

I grimaced at that. He hadn’t truly understood why we’d left Jamestown. It wasn’t because they might have reacted poorly to his appearance. And he didn’t understand now that just because we hadn’t brought hell down on these people after just a few hours didn’t mean that it wasn’t coming in the future.

But…

This camp was about to come under attack.

Even if the threat wasn’t the system coming for me, there was going to be trouble here. And I could help them survive.

“I hope it’s not too much to ask,” I said, “but could I talk to your leaders? I think it might be to everyone’s benefit if I tell them what I know.” I looked over at Noaich. “And discuss the possibility of staying here for a little while.”

“My sister is our mayor,” the woman said, standing up and smoothing the front of her dress. “Like I said, she’s the one who carried you in. I’m sure she’ll want to talk to you, too. I’ll go and fetch her.”

“I think I feel well enough to go and meet her myself if you can just—”

The woman silenced me with another withering glare. For a waifish little healer, she had a force of personality that left me unable to protest.

“Sorry,” I found myself saying as I laid back down. “I didn’t introduce us. I’m Colin, and this is Noaich.”

“Jennifer,” she said with a smile. “Nice to meet you. Now I can make a proper introduction when I get back with Rachel.”


Chapter 62
Brains Of The Operation


With my detection radius, I could watch Jennifer as she moved through the small town, tracking her as she went. Even though I could see the whole camp with my normal radius, I still activated Beast Hunter to expand it. It wasn’t like I was going to be moving around anytime soon. The healer was making her way to the northwest, towards the corner of town near to the river. I didn’t notice any obvious destination there—no command center, town hall, or guard tower—but there were people there that I could sense. One of them must have been the mayor.

We’re staying? Noaich asked.

“For a little while,” I said reluctantly. “They’ll need our help to handle the mandrills. And we’ll need their help to handle the entelodont. After that? We’ll see.”

Why? he pressed. Why can’t we just stay?

“It’s complicated,” I said, buying myself a few seconds to figure out how to put the actual reason into words. “Let me put it this way. We had a pretty good territory up in the trees, didn’t we? Food, water, a nice nest to sleep in, dense cover to protect us from the elements… But what if it didn’t have all that? We wouldn’t stay, right?”

This place has that, Noaich pointed out. River nearby, buildings, food.

“Is that all we need to live?” I asked.

Yes? Noaich asked, but his tone was uncertain.

“It might be everything we need to survive,” I cautioned, “but is it enough to live?”

Noaich fell silent at that, settling back down to the infirmary’s wooden floor. I’d given him something to think about at least. I could have tried to explain to him that we didn’t know anything about this camp or these people. We didn’t know if we could be comfortable here. It was possible that there wasn’t a good way for us to fit into the town’s needs, or that the town wouldn’t be able to support us.

Or that when their leader arrived, that there was a critical incompatibility.

Jennifer was already on the way back with someone in tow. Tracking them through town made it unmistakable that the person with her was the leader. They periodically stopped to briefly exchange words with almost everyone on the way through the camp. It reminded me of watching James’s work in Jamestown. He’d been in a constant state of issuing orders, offering advice, and raising morale. This leader’s behavior was no different, though with a much smaller camp than Jamestown, she was able to make much better time simply because there were less people to manage.

With my expanded senses, I could even hear what they were talking about. Much of it amounted to one of two things. She was either making plans for upgrades to the camp’s defenses, or she was coordinating the activities of a robust team of crafters to outfit everyone with metal arms and armor from the pit of iron they were eagerly excavating. Unlike James, a lot less of it was giving people busywork and trading jokes. She was serious about this.

That was a good sign, considering the news I was about to hit her with when she got here.

Jennifer was the first through the door, opening it and holding it for her sister to follow behind. The way they moved around each other made it clear that this was pretty regular behavior for the two of them, despite all appearances.

“Rachel, this is Colin and Noaich,” Jennifer said. “Colin, Noaich, this is Rachel, our mayor.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” I felt myself saying before I’d even processed the introduction. I tried not to examine too much if that was just old pre-apocalypse reflexes or if it was more of Jennifer’s charismatic aura encouraging me to adhere to social norms.

Seeing Rachel and Jennifer standing together, it was easy to see the resemblance, but it was even easier to question if they were really that closely related. They had the same brown hair, though Rachel’s was too close-cropped to her head to display the same natural ringlets. The same green eyes, though where Jennifer’s were kindly, Rachel’s were strikingly piercing. The same downturned nose and pointed chin, but where the features were cute on Jennifer, they were intimidating on Rachel.

The similarities ended there, though. The waifish Jennifer looked like she could blow away in a stiff breeze, where Rachel’s form was thick and toned, especially around the shoulders and chest. She wore a shirt of armor made from layered metal disks a little larger than quarters, and the tinkling sound it made when she moved was like a light rain.

On her hip was a… sword, I supposed. Though it was single-edged and so wide-bladed that it seemed more accurate to call it a long cleaver. The long handle was more than enough to accommodate both hands, and was made of some kind of opalescent shell. I suspected that the weapon had been crafted rather than looted, meaning that the shell handle would imbue it with some special property.

“Glad to meet you, too,” Rachel said, offering me a warm grin. “Let me guess,” she continued, pointing at Noaich, “Beastmaster?”

“Yeah,” I confirmed, sitting up to look over at him. “How did you ever guess?”

She let out an unexpected snort of laughter at that. Jennifer chuckled as well.

“It was offered to me as a subclass, too,” Rachel explained. “I went with Barbarian instead.”

“Barbarian was a close call for me, too,” I said, struggling to remember what the subclass options were, and what Barbarian had offered. “But I’ve never been a leader, you know. Where I was at when I hit Level 5, I was more of a scout, so it seemed a natural progression.”

Rachel grunted in acknowledgement, crossing the room to sit on the wooden stool beside my bed. Tentatively, I started to sit up, and when Jennifer didn’t stop me this time, I fully sat up and swung my legs off the side of the bed to look Rachel face-to-face as we spoke. All the better to have a dignified conversation.

“I have information for you,” I found myself blurting out. While she didn’t have Jennifer’s raw force of personality that had kept me glued to the bed, there was a kind of magnetism to Rachel when I made eye contact with her. I wanted to tell her what I knew. I wanted to help her lead this camp. I wanted her to succeed and survive. “It might be life-or-death, and we might not have long to prepare.”

“The thing that hurt you,” Rachel guessed. “It’s somewhere nearby.”

“Worse,” I said, leaning in close to her and lowering my voice. “The mandrills control it now. And they’re coming for you.”

Rachel pressed her lips together in a tight line for a second before looking away. I could almost see the thoughts racing behind her eyes.

“I knew they were coming,” she said after a moment. “I expected them here already, in fact.”

“They sent a raid party with terrorbirds earlier… Yesterday?” I tried to guess at the timing. “I trashed them for you to try and ward them off of a follow-up. But they sent the Big One after me. I probably don’t need to tell you how that ended,” I said, gesturing at my leg.

Shouldn’t have let that one go, Noaich grumbled from beside me.

“We don’t know that,” I shot back at him. “If they haven’t sent another raid party here yet, maybe that’s because I did send that one back and she scared them with stories about you. Did you think of that?”

“You left a survivor?” Rachel asked, looking back and forth between me and Noaich. “That wasn’t smart.”

“Maybe,” I said, trying to moderate my tone a bit more. She was the boss around here, after all. And her toned arms and muscled shoulders warned me that upsetting her might be unwise for more immediate reasons, too. “Maybe not. But it’s too early to tell, if you ask me. Plus, I’m not a monster. They’re civilized people just trying to get by.” I left out that it wasn’t entirely by choice.

“‘Get by’ by killing us all off,” Rachel said, glancing between me and Noaich again with a coy smirk. “Some things are starting to make sense here. It’s unfortunate that I can’t talk directly with the real brains of the operation.”

I snorted a laugh at that, but Jennifer had moved to stand behind her sister, and gave me a severe look that filled me with a sense of sheepishness.

“That doesn’t change the facts, though,” Rachel continued. “If they’re getting serious about taking us out, and sending something bigger and meaner, we’ll need to be ready.”

She reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. Her fingers felt warm on my bare skin, and her tight grip leant an urgency to her words. “Taking out one of their raid parties is impressive for just the two of you. I need help protecting our claim here. I want your help.” She smiled and nodded her head to Noaich. “Assuming the brains will let me borrow you.”

“She wants us to help,” I said to Noaich, finding myself sharing in Rachel’s smile, even though the joke was at my expense. “What do you think? Do you want to stick around for a little bit?”

My reptile companion jumped up, putting his front feet on the side of the bed again, giving us both a big toothy crocodilian grin.

I assumed it needed no translation.


Chapter 63
Suspicious Lunch Date


The infirmary was apparently Jennifer’s responsibility, and so she set about cleaning up the rest of the mess my injuries had left behind while Rachel walked me out.

“I’m afraid we won’t have a place for you to sleep for a few days,” she explained. “All our buildings are occupied, and I’d prefer to prepare for what’s coming instead of slapping together a home for you.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. I bit my tongue briefly to avoid making an indecent suggestion about where I could sleep. “I’ve been sleeping in the treetops for weeks. A few more nights out in the open won’t hurt me.”

Rachel shot a grin at me, which I took to mean that she approved of my flexibility. Or she was biting back the same indecent suggestion that I had.

I tried to maintain realistic expectations.

“We’ve been doing a lot of training exercises,” Rachel said. “And not just training. Teambuilding. We eat a meal together twice a week, and whenever someone finds a threat in the area, we all take it on together, even if just one of us would do.”

“How is that working out for you?” I asked.

“Better than you’d expect,” she said. “The system likes when you work as a team, so we keep getting challenge quests from it, and they give big experience rewards. We expect to be Level 6 by the end of the day.”

I tried not to grimace at that. If the fighters here were only Level 5, my presence as a Level 7 might be dangerous to them. Even worse, fighting and surviving against the entelodont had been worth a disproportionate sum of exp, too. I was already halfway to eight. A good challenge quest might carry me the rest of the way up.

It wasn’t all bad news, though. Glancing at my sheet I noticed a new achievement, and a new challenge quest:

Best Friends: Your pet acted on its own initiative to save your life. Friendship gain with all pets increased by 100%.

Baurusuchus Growth Spurt (Challenge)
You have unlocked both the Best Friends and Sic ‘Em II achievements. Complete the additional prerequisites to move on to one of the two available growth paths to make your pet stronger and unlock new abilities.

That was good news. Not just for improving my relationship with Noaich and any future pets, but because the new achievement was the prerequisite for the development path we wanted to send him on. The other two were to max out his growth—which seemed inevitable with time—and to feed him a particular item. The quest was just gravy for me. Accomplishing a task I’d already set before myself was going to give me a reward of additional experience points.

“I wouldn’t want to interfere with your system, if you’ve got a good thing going,” I said. “Don’t worry about me. I’m doing fine.”

“I’m sure you were,” Rachel said with a smirk, casting a glance past me at Noaich. “Getting carried to safety by your boss was all part of the plan.” She pointed a stern finger at me. “If you’re going to be with us, you’re going to be with us.”

“I guess you’re the boss now,” I said, gesturing at the surrounding buildings.

Great, Noaich grumbled. Now you’re her sidekick? When is my turn?

“For now,” I corrected myself, offering my reptilian companion a grin. “So when is this next group activity?”

“Lunch,” she said. “We don’t have a fight lined up, but I’ve got a scout checking the north side of the river this morning. I’m hoping something comes up to get us to Level 6 before the mandrills come.”

It seemed awfully convenient that I arrived on the same day they were doing their teambuilding meal. It was just convenient enough that I managed to not fall in line behind her magnetic personality and leave it unquestioned.

Maybe it was worth running it by the brains of the operation.

Someone approached Rachel, asking her a question about the mining operation. Something about converting the operation from a strip-mined pit to a more contained shaft. Rachel’s sigh told me that she thought this had been decided, but she was willing to listen to the dissent. I took the opportunity to turn to Noaich.

“We’re going to meet with Rachel’s raid team,” I explained to him. “They meet to share a meal twice a week, and one of those times happens to be right now.”

Strange tone, Noaich observed. He looked over to Rachel and then back to me. You’re suspicious. Don’t want her to know you’re suspicious, too. Think it’s a trap?

“Right,” I said.

Were unconscious ten minutes ago, Noaich pointed out. If she wanted anything from you, could have taken it then. Or bound you.

I grimaced. He was right. Perhaps I was a little over-anxious after the encounter with J.J. previously. I didn’t want to make the same mistake twice, and end up tangled up in a situation I had to hope for a violent tragedy to get me out of.

Then again, I was looking at this backwards, wasn’t I?

Maybe Rachel was the one anxious about me. Maybe she’d pulled some strings and moved the team meal not to entrap me in some scheme, but to endear her and her team to me. After all, to her, I was the J.J. and she was the Colin, though on a much smaller scale. Two levels up on her and her people didn’t seem like a lot from my side of it, but from her side? At Level 4 I’d been fighting for my life just to escape a handful of mandrills. At Level 6, I’d massacred a squad of them single-handed.

Rachel didn’t just want my help. She wanted my mercy.

“Nothing’s wrong, I hope?” Rachel asked as she returned her attention to me and saw me talking with Noaich. I might have been imagining it, but I thought I sensed a little anxiety in her tone. Maybe some fear in her eyes?

“Not at all,” I said quickly, offering her my most charming smile, hoping it would calm her fears. “I was just warning him you might not have his favorite food.”

“We might be able to scrounge something up,” she said, returning my smile. “What does he want?”

“Peppered Steak,” I said, double-checking our character sheet to make sure it was the right thing. The prerequisite for Noaich to grow into an Apprentice, and take his first steps towards the magical power he craved.

“I’ll ask Cookie,” she said, “but I don’t know that he knows that one.”

“It’s fine if you can’t,” I said, “I just keep promising I’ll get him one as soon as I can.”

Just want meat, Noaich said to me as Rachel led us towards the north end of the camp. Not picky.

“I know,” I said, “but it’ll be fine, trust me.”

It was getting annoying to try and covertly trade words with Noaich without someone else listening in. He could say whatever he wanted, at least. We hadn’t met anyone else yet who could understand his side of the conversation.

On the north end of the camp was the river. There was still dense vegetation surrounding it, but here much of it had been cleared away to give easy access to the clean water. The cleared brush and bramble had revealed a thin layer of mossy green ground covering. Combined with the soothing rush of running water, it was an idyllic little spot.

The area had been prepared into something resembling a picnic spot. A handful of blankets were laid out across the moss, and about a half-dozen people were sitting on them, chatting amiably. Through my detection, I could sense five more approaching from elsewhere in the camp, converging on the spot for the lunch meeting.

There was a firepit dug into the ground and lined with rocks to keep the flames off of the wet riverside mud of the bank. A young man with greasy black hair tended to the fire, setting up a metal rack above it to hold crude metal cooking pans above the flames.

“Listen up, team,” Rachel said, raising her voice to interrupt the cross-chatter. “You might recognize this guy from early this morning. Looks a lot better now, huh? This is Colin. He’s going to be helping us out today. We’ll talk about why after we eat.” She turned back to me with a smile. “Colin, this is the team.”

There was a chorus of cheerful greetings from around the group, and I put on my most disarming smile in return. If we were going to be staying here for any amount of time, these were the people who needed the most help. Because if the system spawned something for me, this was the armed force that would be throwing themselves into danger to deflect it.

I just hoped it wouldn’t come to that.


Chapter 64
Breaking Bread


The greasy-haired man manning the fire was Cookie. Neither he nor Rachel provided any other name for him, and he didn’t seem to be interested in making conversation.

“Do you know how to make Peppered Steak for our new friends?” Rachel asked.

He grunted, and then grimaced, visibly chagrined that he had to speak to convey his meaning. “Yeah, yeah. Need the peppercorns, though. Don’t got ‘em, don’t know where to get ‘em.”

“I’ll see what Jennifer can find out,” Rachel said, offering me an apologetic smile. “I hope something else will be fine?”

“He’s not too picky,” I confirmed. “As long as he gets some meat, he’ll be happy, and as long as he gets some proper nutrition, I’ll be happy.”

Cookie gave a ghost of a smile at that, putting a big slab of meat onto a crude metal pan. It was hot enough that it sizzled on contact. Another pot was full of already-boiling water, and he started to freehand cut vegetables into it with a fine-looking Damascus steel knife.

Rachel started to introduce me around to the people already present, and to those arriving. I’ll be the first to admit I’m not very good with names, but I did my best. When everyone was here, there were fourteen fighters total, including Rachel, myself, and Noaich.

Of the eleven I was just meeting now, seven more of them were melee fighters. Two bore one-handed weapons and shields—both women, one with a shortsword, and the other with a mace—while the rest carried two-handed weapons—four men, three with longswords and one with a greataxe, and one woman with an iron-banded club. It seemed I was the only two-weapon fighter. The other four were ranged combatants, a woman with a bow and three men who bore no weapons, but wore only thin padded armor and had the slim noodly arms of magic-users.

The names kind of blurred together, but if I was going to be here for more than a few days, I’d catch up.

Three of them were named Sam, which stuck out to me: the woman with the shield and shortsword was Samatha, one of the mages went by Samuel, and the man with the greataxe was also Sam, but corrected Rachel’s introduction to be “Big Sam” instead.

The woman with the bow went by Liz, and she made baby talk at Noaich as soon as I introduced him. I was grateful that he didn’t find it insulting or demeaning.

It was difficult to tell if there was somewhere in particular that I was supposed to be sitting. As this was the first time meeting them all, I didn’t know if they always sat in this arrangement on the laid-out picnic blankets in predetermined sub-groups, or if they scrambled around.

“Over here,” Rachel said, beckoning me to follow. There was a spot on the blanket nearest to the river, a little bit cramped for two of us to sprawl out like some of the others were, but we could sit up cross-legged just fine. Noaich was happy to lay out on the mossy riverbank. The gap the river had cut through the tree canopy let him bask in the sun for a change. Two of the mages sat on this blanket with us, along with the woman with the shield and mace.

“So you folks do this all the time, right?” I asked her. “Just sit around and chat over a meal.”

“It’s important to me that we all get to know each other,” Rachel said defensively. “Bonding with each other socially makes us a better team.”

“Bonding is definitely the secret to our success,” the woman at our blanket said with a smirk. She tapped a finger on the mace on her hip. “Iron weapons and armor are nice, but bi-weekly picnics are the real secret to a strong fighting force.”

A chuckle went around the group at that, and Rachel blushed in embarrassment, but it was clear that they were laughing with her, not at her.

As the conversations returned to normal after my arrival, everyone clearly enjoyed the social time. It reminded me of something we’d lost in the apocalypse. Leisure. Relaxation. Just a group of humans being human together. It also reminded me of Jamestown, although this seemed like a much healthier and sustainable way to build social structure than James’s “free love” policy.

“So tell me about yourself?” Rachel said as food started to get passed around. Chunks of rare roast meat stood tall out of a carved wood bowl filled with a thin vegetable soup. “Where did you come from?”

“Most recently, Jamestown,” I said. I had wanted to try and crack a joke at the question, but that magnetic part of her personality just pulled the honest answer from me immediately. “A town west-southwest of here. I think they probably just took over a mandrill town to control their farms, so they’re probably doing fine now.”

“That’s good to know,” Rachel said, tapping her chin with a finger and furrowing her brow in thought. “If the mandrills here weren’t in between us, we might be able to make contact. Trading iron for food would be an excellent deal on our end.” She offered me a smile. “You’ve made the trip from there to here once at least. Could you facilitate something like that?”

“I could take someone back with me to talk to them,” I said, but I couldn’t stop myself before adding: “but I can’t go back myself.”

“Why not?” Rachel asked, suddenly dismayed. Probably by the grimace of regret that suddenly played across my face.

Against my better judgment, I told her the story of my exile. I was able to gloss over some of the smaller details, but explaining the challenge quest, Noaich’s imprisonment, and his mother’s wrath was more than enough to paint a picture.

“Disgusting,” Rachel said, screwing her face up in distaste. “I can’t believe he did that to you.”

“It was more generous than he had to be,” I found myself saying defensively.

“Mistakes happen,” Rachel insisted, her voice growing louder. Other conversations quieted as she drew attention to us. “Getting rid of you over one fuckup is like throwing out a perfectly good weapon because it turned in your hand once.”

“People died, Rachel,” I snapped. I didn’t know why I was so defensive of James about this. It’d been weeks since my exile and I certainly didn’t owe him any loyalty. “I had to pay for that one way or the other, and I like my head on my shoulders out here rather than on a stick back there!”

“And neither course would bring any of those people back,” Rachel pressed. She leaned in closer as she continued, and her armor rattled and tinkled with the motion. “All he did was add another loss to the tragedy. I don’t believe in that kind of retributive justice.”

“I don’t think he did either,” I said, forcing myself to calm down. I couldn’t keep escalating the tension here or things might not end pleasantly. “But there were other politics at work. Other tensions. Even if James had let me off with a slap on the wrist, it wouldn’t have held up. Richard would have arranged to have me sent to my death, or else used unrest caused by James’s mercy as leverage to squeeze himself into a position to run me out-of-town anyway. And that’s just the guy who already wanted me gone before the attack. Anybody who lost someone was gonna be in line right behind him, and probably a lot less subtle. James didn’t just spare my life. He saved it.”

Rachel pursed her lips for a moment. I could see in her eyes that she wasn’t satisfied with that answer, but my change in the tone to deescalate seemed to remind her that she didn’t want to start a fight with me, either.

The pause was long enough that everyone listening in got self-conscious and went back to their meals and conversations. It was very unsubtle, but it also helped to relieve the tension, even if Rachel hadn’t accepted the point as settled.

“I didn’t mean for things to get that heavy,” Rachel said at last, turning her attention to her own meal. “I only meant to make conversation.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said, offering a sympathetic smile. “I’m terrible at making conversation. It’s why I’ve been having a blast out in the wilds by myself. I don’t have to worry about putting my foot in my mouth.”

“I don’t know if I believe that,” Rachel said, returning my smile, clearly happy to have the topic moved along. “You seem well-spoken to me. Polite. Kind. I’m sure you’d do better than I did, immediately blundering into such a sensitive story.”

“I don’t think so,” I said with a laugh. “I’m terrible, I promise.”

“Try me,” she said, gesturing to herself. “Ask me a question about myself. Whatever you want to know.”

I could feel that magnetic tug from her again. It was drawing honesty from me by setting butterflies loose in my stomach. I wanted to ask something personal. My sense of tact and decorum stopped that dead. But to everyone’s surprise, I found an even less appropriate question, and couldn’t stop myself.

“Why do I always want to tell you the truth?” I blurted out.

Rachel snorted a laugh. “Wow, you are terrible at this,” she said, giving me a smile that was just this side of flirty. “Maybe you’re just an honest man. Did you think of that?”

If it hadn’t been for my Beast Hunter senses, I probably would have felt foolish and let it go. She was so smooth she hadn’t even hesitated at the question. Just a coy laugh, and a little distraction. She even leaned towards me a little bit, as if she was attracted to my compulsion to be honest with her. I could have pushed the whole feeling away and settled on the idea that she was simply that attractive.

But I’d sensed it. I smelled the faintest hint of anxiety as the question made her sweat. The flicker of fear in her eyes before she’d covered it with a laugh. I’d heard her heart skip a beat in her chest.

She had something. An achievement, a piece of gear, a potion… something.

Knowing about it didn’t render me immune. I could already feel myself wanting to flirt back at her, and it was possible that was the best way to diffuse the situation. The last thing I wanted was to give her a reason to become my new Richard, plotting to get rid of me.

“I did warn you I’m not a good conversationalist,” I replied at last. “I always find some way to mess it up. I know! Maybe I can treat you to my library of dead baby jokes?”

There was a splashing sound behind us, and a young woman in dripping leather armor emerged from the river. It didn’t seem to alarm anyone else when she appeared and approached, so I tried to pretend not to be surprised. Rachel had said something about a scout searching the north side of the river. Rachel’s body language changed immediately when she glanced over and saw the look on the scout’s face.

“We’ll have to come back to those dead baby jokes later,” she said, struggling to her feet to go and meet the scout. “I think we’ve got a situation, folks. Finish your food or prepare to leave it behind. We ride in five.”


Chapter 65
Perhaps We Could Negotiate?


I could easily hear the exchanged words between Rachel and the scout, though I focused on getting the rest of my food down before we had to leave. I didn’t know how long it might be until my next meal that included such luxuries as seasoning and vegetables. The broth was a bit thin, and tasted too salty to me, but I hadn’t had anything made with this much attention since before the apocalypse. My palate had adjusted since then, and this brief step back to that was a bit of an experience.

Noaich seemed to adjust just fine, enjoying his share of the meal. Though I could already see his eyes watering. His crocodilian biology was already reacting to the excess salt. I was just glad he wasn’t picking his way around the vegetables, devouring the whole meal.

“Alright people,” Rachel said after a moment, clapping her hands twice for attention. “We’ve got a big monster on the north side of the river. Liz’s old friend, in fact.”

The archer visibly shuddered at that. There was a murmur of concern from the others.

“It shouldn’t be a problem for us in the short term,” Rachel continued. “We’re too small to be good food, and we’re too numerous to be cleared out of its territory. But that beast is going to kill any hunters, fighters, or scouts we send out on the north side, and force us to keep our hunting to the south of the river.” She grimaced and shook her head. “I don’t need to tell you that we have more than enough trouble coming from south of the river.”

The threat the mandrills represented was a constant concern for the people here. That was a good sign. It meant that they took the threat seriously.

“We can’t kill it,” Liz warned, her voice shaking. “It’s too powerful. If we fight, we’re not all coming home.”

Rachel grimaced. Apparently she knew that already. But the longer she remained silent, the more unnerved the group became. They thought she didn’t have an alternative but marching them to their deaths.

Then again, maybe she didn’t know that she did.

“What are we dealing with?” I asked. “I just got here, so you’re not doing me any favors talking around it.”

“Giant predator,” Rachel said, looking briefly at the scout. “Two stories tall and thirty feet long from nose to tail. It’d be a formidable foe with size alone, but it has frightening abilities as well that make it impossible to fight.”

“Cerebtyrannus,” Liz said, spitting the word as if it was a curse. “A monstrous dinosaur with telekinesis.”

I had to admit, that didn’t sound like fun to fight. Its size meant that you couldn’t overpower it with brawn, and telekinesis would make approaching the fight with brains far too complicated. It sounded like a bigger threat than even the entelodont. Though from what Rachel said, it sounded like it wasn’t as violently aggressive.

Perhaps that was a way in.

“I have a suggestion,” I said, still formulating the plan in my head even while I offered it up. “What if we—"

There was a familiar chiming sensation. The system was generating a challenge quest.

Friends on the Other Side (Raid Challenge—High Difficulty)
A psychic theropod has invaded the area. Local Leader Rachel has determined that fighting the beast is unwise. Wandering Adventurer Colin has thought of a way to reach a solution without violence. Combine forces to resolve the threat without killing the beast!

From the way everyone started and stared at me, I could tell that the quest had gone around the whole group.

“High difficulty,” Big Sam muttered from across the campfire. “That’s new.”

“This is wrong,” Liz stammered. “There’s no way to make peace with that… that thing.”

“I need you to trust me,” I said, trying to put voice to confidence that I didn’t quite feel. “I have a plan.”

“This is too much,” one of the others cut in—one of the greatsword-wielding men. “It wouldn’t be listed as high difficulty if it wasn’t deadly. We need to find a way to outsmart it. Set some traps. Keep ahead of it. Lead it away from us.”

“He wants to try,” one of the mages said. “Why don’t we let him? High difficulty is high risk, but it should be high reward, too. If you’re a scaredy-cat, you can sit at home while we go save the day.”

That was apparently a deadly insult. The man with the greatsword started to get up, but the woman sitting beside him—the one with the iron-banded club—grabbed his shoulder and pulled him back down. That didn’t stop him from glaring daggers across the field at the offending mage.

“Before we put anyone’s life on the line,” Rachel said, raising her voice to stop an argument from breaking out, “I want to hear the plan. But with what’s coming for us from the mandrills, we don’t have much of a choice. We need the rewards from this challenge to survive what’s coming.”

There was some grumbling, but it seemed like they were loyal to Rachel’s orders, falling silent and looking towards me.

What’s the plan? Noaich asked anxiously. I wasn’t sure how much information he had gleaned from just my side of the conversation, but he was more than insightful enough to pick up on the tension in the group.

“I have an ability,” I explained, gesturing to Noaich. “I can talk to animals. More accurately, I can talk to anything that I don’t share a language with. Monsters, mandrills, raptors, whatever. I can’t guarantee I can make peace, but I can be the center of a dialogue.”

“But you can’t just approach it yourself,” Rachel pointed out. “We need to present a threat that it will be hesitant to fight, or else you go down in one bite.”

“I doubt it would be one bite,” I found myself saying defensively, “but you’re on the right track. I need it to hesitate before it attacks. We don’t have to have enough muscle to kill it, but enough to be a close fight. Enough of a card to play to put negotiations on the table.”

Rachel didn’t like the idea. I could tell from her body language just as surely as if she’d said it out loud. But she’d already committed. Nothing I’d said had changed the facts of her statement. I was putting her and her people in danger, but I was putting myself on the front line. And with the challenge quest on the line—and the level-up that they needed to go toe-to-toe with the next mandrill attack—she couldn’t back out now. Not when all the other options were closed off.

“Jordan,” she said, looking at the man with the greatsword who had protested before. “Grab some crafters. I want some traps set up behind us to give us a fighting chance to survive if this goes south.” She pointed to a few others. “Abbey and Markus, go with him just in case. We have to be prepared for anything.”

Noaich could clearly sense the tension rising, looking at me uncertainly.

“They’re giving us a shot,” I said quietly to him, and then corrected myself when I noticed Rachel watching me. “Rachel is giving me a shot.”

Think it’ll work? Noaich asked.

“Of course,” I said, once more faking a confidence I didn’t feel. “I can be very persuasive.”

Noaich didn’t seem placated by the reassurance, but Rachel set about arranging the crew, so it seemed that I’d eased her fears at least.

“Listen, no matter what happens, I have two extra tricks up my sleeve,” I said, moving away from the group and lowering my voice even more. “I’m a lot more confident in my ability to win a fight than I’m letting on. I get the idea that this thing is gonna have a comparable fight in it as the entelodont, and I think we could have won that fight if it weren’t for the [Infected Bite] debuff. Going into the fight knowing it’s coming, and then having this much backup, we are definitely strong enough to win this.”

And the second trick? he pressed, hoping for a better answer.

“I think you know firsthand what I’ll turn to if normal negotiations start to break down,” I said, offering a reassuring smile. “I’m going to hit it with Pacify and hope that I can get negotiations back on track in two minutes before it wears off.”

That definitely put Noaich back in a better mood. Reminding him of the time I’d been so scared of him eating me that I’d slapped him with my Pacify ability was just the thing to calm him down.

I didn’t have to bring up that if I was making deals with the [Pacify] effect active, it might also put another resource on the table.

If I could get Level 8 from the high difficulty challenge quest, it might be able to come out of this with even more power than anyone expected.


Chapter 66
Worse Before Better


Getting across the river was annoying. Not because it was challenging. The current was gentle, and at its deepest it was only up to my armpits. But Noaich was insufferably smug as he glided through the water lazily while the rest of us sluggishly walked through it. Even though he was adapted to life on land, his paddle-like tail and hydrodynamic body shape was still very well-suited to aquatic life.

The north side of the river was more of the same old growth forest. But as soon as we were across, everyone in Rachel’s raid group became much tenser. I found the change in mood a bit disappointing. I’d thought they were taking the mandrill threat seriously, but it seemed that they believed they were safe in their little camp. Hopefully the oversight wouldn’t get anyone killed.

“Straight northwest of here,” the scout told Rachel, and the pair wasted no time moving in that direction. “It’s close.”

I could tell that wasn’t exactly true, since I couldn’t see anything yet with my expanded detection radius. But I supposed that was a matter of scale. When Noaich and I had carved out our treetop territory, it had only been for the two of us, and any threats we faced were much smaller. Commanding a region comparable to my maximized detection radius was pretty good.

With almost thirty mouths to feed, Rachel’s settlement needed much more food than that. That meant more territory. That meant that what was close for them was probably a very comfortable distance to me.

The group formed a fairly disciplined formation behind Rachel as they went. The shield-bearing fighters took opposite positions, one on the left and one on the right. The rear and flanks were covered by a loose diamond formation of the other melee combatants, keeping the ranged fighters in the middle where they couldn’t be easily ambushed. With Rachel at the front and Big Sam at the back, it seemed a very defensive formation.

They were ready for trouble.

Despite my broadened expectations, it was still a long time before anything larger than a loaf of bread entered my detection radius. When I did see it, the beast was unmistakable, even though it was lying in a low spot in the ground. It reminded me of a tyrannosaurus, though it was smaller than I’d imagined from the CGI effects in the movies. There was something wrong with its head, and without setting eyes on it physically, my senses were confused about what it was.

“Smaller than I expected,” I said to Rachel, “still big, though. Just not that big.”

“I’m going to remind you that you said that,” she warned. “There’s more fight to this one than physics.”

“Slight angle east,” I advised, pointing towards the monster. “It seems to be resting now. I’m not sure how long we can count on that.”

Rachel passed an order down the line, and the group reorganized. The two shield-bearers moved to flank Rachel and the other melee formed a wedge behind them. Big Sam stayed as the rear guard, among the ranged fighters. Their disciplined formation told me that they were taking this seriously, but it left me without an obvious place to stand.

I could tell when the march entered the monster’s detection radius. It started and stood, turning to face the oncoming threat. None of the others could sense it yet. I could tell because when it let out a warning roar, they all jumped.

“Steady,” Rachel snapped. “You’re not snacks, so don’t act like you are.”

Against my better judgment, I broke away from my position near the rear and moved to the front, ahead of Rachel and her crew. The roar had been a warning, and Wild Empathy had been clear about its meaning.

I am the apex, it had said. I gladly feast on those who would subdue me.

I got the impression that Wild Empathy’s translations were taking some liberties.

As we grew closer, I felt myself growing a little bit alarmed. There was a familiar combination of bitter and sour smells coming from the beast. The way the creature was coherent—it was expressing things that I could understand—was inconsistent with my experiences of things the mandrills had controlled. But the smell was unmistakable.

“This might be more complicated than I thought,” I warned, picking up the pace to pull ahead of the group. “My plan might have skipped an important step.”

“What are you talking about?” Rachel asked. “Where are you going?”

“Wait here a moment,” I said. “Let me scout.”

“With him,” Rachel said, nodding to the scout that had brought word of the beast. “Everyone else, hold up. And be ready for anything.”

The scout didn’t have to scramble. Her movements were fluid and quick, and even as Noaich and I picked up my own pace, she had no trouble catching up and keeping up.

What’s wrong? Noaich asked.

“I need you to stack back as well,” I warned, making a show of turning towards him when I spoke. “If I’m right, this isn’t going to be fun for you.”

“What are you talking about?” the scout asked. We were just getting out of earshot of Rachel and her crew. As much as she no doubt owed her loyalty to them, she seemed to be under the impression that scouts of a feather ought to fly together.

“You didn’t mention the thing on its head,” I said sternly, keeping my voice down.

“What thing on its head?” she hissed back at me. There was fear in her eyes. I could read in her expression that she believed she fucked up.

“You couldn’t have known what it meant,” I said quickly. “You haven’t seen what I’ve seen.” I looked over to Noaich, who was still following, looking up at me curiously. “It’s the herbs. The ones from the mandrills.”

My reptilian companion pulled up short immediately, letting us approach the beast without him. I could tell from his abrupt change that he understood my concern. It had knocked him on his ass back in the mandrill camp when we’d fought the dimetrodons. If things started to escalate, I was going to need his [Howl] buff to put up a proper fight, even if I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“What does that mean?” the scout asked.

“Hopefully nothing,” I said. “I really hope nothing.”

The beast had oriented its attention on us as we approached. Even before we came around the final tree trunk to the clearing it was posturing in, I could feel the rumble of its growl deep in my chest. It was making every effort to ward us off.

“I’d tell you to wait here,” I said to the scout, “but I’d expect you to ignore me.”

“Rachel wants to keep eyes on you,” the scout said, though I could hear reluctance in her tone. “Nothing personal.”

“I get it,” I said, taking a deep breath. “Though I imagine this is gonna look weird from your side.”

I stepped around the tree and started talking before my eyes finished focusing on what was in front of me.

“How about we have a chat,” I said quickly, spreading my hands so it could see I was unarmed. “I think we can come to an understanding.”

It was only about fifteen feet tall at the shoulder. Not quite the two stories that Rachel had promised. It did look like it was about thirty feet to the tip of its thick tail. Its large head was full of knife-sharp teeth, and every one of them was bared at me. Its body was covered in a pebbled brown hide, with thick plated ridges down its sides and back. Standing out sharply were its eyes, that glowed a frightening shade of neon purple. Scarier than the glow was the intellect obviously behind that piercing gaze.

You speak, it snarled. Surprising. If you are intelligent, then speak answers. Who are you? What are you?

“I am…” I started, looking back and forth between it and the scout. “A translator. You have some neighbors to the south who are very worried about you moving into this neighborhood.” I made a gesture towards the back of its head. “And I’ll admit, I’m an independently concerned party about what you’ve got here.”

The creature turned its head slightly, and I could see it. It was cruder than I expected. Just a thick cloth bag just like the ones the dimetrodons had been playing with, fastened to the back of its head with a thick rope harness.

“Where did you get that?” I asked. “And why isn’t it working?”

“What is that?” the scout asked quietly. “Where did it come from?”

A trick? The monster snarled. Another trick? You’re smaller than the others. I will not be fooled twice. Remove this. Now. We speak no further with this thing on me.

“They tricked you, then?” I said, stepping forward slowly, hands still outstretched. “How?”

I ask questions, the beast snarled. I demand answers, not more questions. It started to advance slowly towards me, one thundering step at a time.

“I deeply apologize,” I said quickly. “I’m not associated with the hairy ones. Well…” I ran my hand through the short hair on my head. “The hairier ones. They hate us, I promise. They tricked you, put that thing on you, and cut you loose up here to mess with us. I want it off of you even more than you do, I promise. So just hold still for a second and—"

More tricks, it snapped its jaws at me, shaking its head. I don’t like tricks.

The way it shook its head redoubled the smell of herbs coming from the sack on its head. The glow started to fade from its eyes as the mixed herbal smells surrounded it. It snorted, taking a deep whiff of it.

Don’t. Tricks, it growled. It was losing coherence as the glow in its eyes faded. Its body language shifted. It was going very quickly from wary to aggressive. The same murderous expression that I’d seen on the entelodont started to cross its face.

“Oh, that’s bad,” I said, reaching back and tapping the scout on the shoulder. “That’s really bad.”

“The heck you want me to do about it?” she snapped, audibly more frightened than I was.

“Get Rachel,” I said quickly. “Get everyone. This is gonna get bad before it gets better.” The beast took another step closer, jaws opening as it began to charge. “Noaich!” I yelled, raising my voice as I started to circle to the right, leading the monster away from the scout. “Noaich! I need you! Hold your breath and get your tail over here!”


Chapter 67
Enraged


Noaich arrived on the scene before the cerebtyrannus could close the gap between us. He didn’t hesitate, and used his Howl ability as soon as he was in range of me, boosting my damage. I’d kind of wanted to wait until Rachel and her crew were here to share the buff with them, but with a monster the size of a school bus coming at me, I couldn’t complain about the help.

Despite the threat the charging beast represented, the challenge quest was still at the forefront of my mind. I couldn’t kill it. Not that I expected this to be an easy kill, but I didn’t want to hurt it too bad. We had to come to an understanding, and the monster wasn’t likely to play nice if I hit it with a few mortal wounds. But I had options.

Through our connection, I instructed Noaich to stay clear. The mixture of sour and bitter herbal smells was still strong around the creature’s head. I couldn’t afford for him to get knocked on his ass by the mixture. Not when I might need him in fighting shape in the near future if peace wasn’t an option.

I stopped and stood my ground for a second, using the time to activate Enrage, but I left my axes on my hips. My unarmed skill was undeveloped, but the pair of damage boosts would make up for some of the difference. I just hoped that avoiding drawing my weapons might make the monster more willing to listen if diplomacy came back on the table.

I rolled and weaved to the left as I planted my feet. The monster’s giant jaws snapped shut, barely missing my shoulder, but I counterattacked before it could snap at me again, twisting my body to put as much force behind my fist as I could. While I didn’t have much unarmed skill, I still knew a few things about throwing a punch from my pre-apocalypse life.

The impact of the punch was disproportionate. My system-enhanced strength combined with the two buffs let me hit like a battering ram. The monster was sent stumbling away after the strike, giving me a little bit of space to run under its body to avoid where its jaws could reach me.

“I need a plan,” I said to myself. “Something beyond the next three seconds.”

The cerebtyrannus lifted one of its legs and slammed it down, trying to stomp me into the dirt. I managed to duck away from the strike, but one of the claws on the ends of its giant toes scratched down my back. I didn’t expect to come out of the fight unscathed, but I also hadn’t expected a glancing blow to rip almost a third of my hit points off of me.

I smashed my fist into the monster’s ankle, using Skull Bash to stun it. It would buy me a few seconds, but also give me a temporary buff from my achievements to try and even the playing field.

As soon as the stun wore off, the monster tried to sidle away from me and reposition so that it could snap at me with its monstrous jaws again. I danced around it, trying desperately to avoid both stomping feet while not letting it bring its teeth to bear.

“Plan, plan, plan,” I muttered. “There’s gotta be a way. Why would the system give a challenge quest without a way to complete it?”

The satchel! Noaich called out to me. Get rid of the herbs!

My first thought was that he just wanted to come in and fight alongside me, which I respected, but wasn’t helpful. Fortunately, I caught up to his intent. He was prompting me to stop dragging my feet. The satchel was obviously the cornerstone of the problem, but I was looking at it the wrong way. I couldn’t expect the system to give me an easy way to deal with it peacefully. It wouldn’t be a challenge then. I had to cut to the chase.

Operative word: cut.

The beast had been willing to talk before the bag had started spreading its smell around its head. Whatever alchemical magic was in the herbs was bringing back the implanted orders from the mandrills to kill all humans. If I could get rid of the herbs, it was clearly strong enough to shake off their effects quickly. It had regained the wherewithal to talk to me before by laying still for however long. If I could free it again, we could communicate again and settle our differences. Getting to that point, though, required the combat that I had been desperate to avoid.

I wasn’t sure how to accomplish that in the face of the titanic task of beating up a monster ten times my size without killing it—it wouldn’t just give me and my axes unrestricted access to its neck—but it was a starting point for me to work from. Or, rather, it was an ending point for me to work towards. I just had to figure out how to get there without getting bitten in half.

Fortunately, help was on the way.

I could sense Rachel’s people approaching, and did my best to point the Cerebtyrannus away from them. They were able to enter the clearing in its blind spot as it focused on trying to attack me.

“What the—” Rachael managed.

“The bag!” I shouted, pointing at the monster’s head. “Get rid of that bag!”

The pause was just enough that the beast could juke back and bring its jaws to bear against me. It would have caught me, too, if it weren’t for Rachel. She let loose a bellowing war cry, giving me the [Warning!] buff that dramatically increased my defensive skills. The increase to my dodge skill came at just the right moment, and I felt an unnatural speed take my body as I leaned back, escaping the snapping jaws.

“Hold your fire!” Rachel snapped as the mages raised their hands. Liz hadn’t even bothered bringing her bow up. “We need it alive!” She pointed to the other damage dealers who had slashing weapons—the others with greatswords and Big Sam with his greataxe. “Cut that thing off, but do it carefully! No mistakes, alright? The rest of you hold position. If someone gets hurt, we need everyone ready to offer more serious support.”

I appreciated that she wasn’t overreacting, but that didn’t change the fact that I had to stay clear of all those gnashing teeth. Fortunately, Rachel’s buff was enough to keep me just a hair ahead of the wall of organic knives smashing together right in front of me. Dodging, dipping, ducking, diving, and dodging again was notably easier, though still not trivial. I hoped that when she came to help, that there was going to be some breathing room.

“Make a ring,” Rachel said, directing the others. “I want a blade every way it turns. We cut that thing off its head and we do it fast!”

I threw out a wild haymaker punch at the beast’s jaw, staggering it for a second while the others got into position. The jaws came in at me again and I threw myself backwards, going into a roll while Rachel stepped up, rushing in to flank it.

Before attacking, she let out a higher-pitched battle cry, and then repeated it again instantly. I gained two stacks of the [Warcry] buff, tremendously increasing my weapon skills. As soon as the buff went out, everything about Rachel’s stance shifted. Her own boosted skill dramatically changed her ability to wield her massive cleaver-sword. She went from a competent fighter to the pinnacle of swordsmanship in a second.

At the same time, expending both shouts at once caused a rush of force to emit from her, and as the monster moved to lunge after me to attack again, its movements became more sluggish. I found myself wishing I’d paid a little closer attention to the Barbarian subclass, because she seemed an impossibly potent tool for her team.

Her blade slashed up at the ropes, catching one of them and cutting it cleanly. With the tremendously boosted skill, she didn’t even put a cut on the beast’s pebbled hide.

But it wasn’t enough. The rest of the ropes were still holding it on. And the monster shifted its attention, turning its head to snap at Rachel, forcing her back.

I lunged in and punched the monster in the nose, trying to get its attention back off of her.

It snapped at me, teeth raking across my arm, but I managed to pull free before they snapped shut, losing some blood, but keeping my hand.

Big Sam came in on the other side. He had the same buff from Rachel’s shout, and his giant axe swept up with tremendous precision, cutting another rope. The bag started to flop around now, sliding down and around to hang from its neck, but it was still firmly attached. What was worse was that the motion redoubled the intensity of the smell. The sour herbal smell was overpowering now, and the smell of the bitter herb beneath was growing oppressive, too.

“This is going to get harder before it gets easier,” I said.

Even as I said that, it got more dangerous. The cerebtyrannus started snapping its jaws wildly. Rachel and Big Sam couldn’t approach from either side unless they wanted to get bit first. As the others stepped up as well, the monster grew more frantic, and every motion was only intensifying the smell surrounding it.

“Stop, stop,” I called. “We’re making it worse; we need to—”

Death from above! Noaich roared.

My reptilian companion fell from the sky. He’d climbed halfway up a nearby tree and launched himself at the Cerebtyrannus from an angle it couldn’t anticipate any attack from. To my horror, he clamped his jaws down on the bag of herbs as he fell, and with his body weight, snapped the remaining ropes, tearing it free.

Noaich rolled clear of the beast, though when he came to a stop, his movements were already becoming sluggish as the drugs sapped his strength. He tried to fling the sack clear of himself, he couldn’t even get it a few feet away.

The spectacle had done as much harm as good, too. Everyone had been blindsided by the distraction. The sack was removed, but the beast was still surrounded by the scent. And so it lunged, opening its massive jaws to clamp them down over Rachel.

There wasn’t time to think. All I could do was pull out the last card in my deck and throw it.

I used Charming on the cerebtyrannus.


Chapter 68
Careful Negotiations


I learned a very important fact immediately: I needed to get my hands on some of the resistance-lowering bitter herb.

My Charming ability had two major limitations. First was the prohibitively long cooldown. Six-hundred seconds was an eternity when most of my other abilities were back in under a minute. But the second—and most important—was that enemies in combat could resist it with their WIS stat. Anything scary enough to make [pacify] debuff an attractive exit strategy was likely to resist it.

The bitter herb’s resistance-lowering effects didn’t only apply to the sour herb’s loyalty effect.

The cerebtyrannus’s mouth hung open, knife-like teeth just inches from Rachel’s skin. Everyone else was frozen, either in fear for her life, or in confusion at the pause in the beast’s movements.

“We should take a walk,” I said quickly, addressing the monster. “Just a little way away. Is that all right with you? I think that would make it much easier to come to some kind of agreement, don’t you?” I tapped my nose, trying to signal to the beast the smell of the herbs.

The giant predator slowly raised its head, and Rachel almost fell to the ground in relief as the teeth withdrew from her vicinity. I found myself remembering how it felt when I first met Noaich. The sudden and brutal reminder that I was made out of meat was an unpleasant awakening.

Rachel would probably need a minute to recover from that.

I carefully took a few steps away, and the monster moved to follow me. Despite what I’d said, Rachel’s crew reacted with panic, raising their weapons defensively.

“I’ve got this under control,” I snapped at them before looking at Rachel. “I need you to get Noaich away from that thing. Can you do that for me? Because this is kind of a delicate operation and I need to stop being terrified for him for a few seconds, okay?”

“Get clear,” Rachel ordered, shaking herself out of the stunned moment of her near-death experience. She visibly shuddered for a moment and repeated: “Get clear. Give him some space!” She pointed to two of the others, standing closest towards where Noaich had landed. “Angelo, Erik, get our new friend back to where the others are. He’s one of us as sure as either of you are.”

I didn’t know what I was going to do without J.J.’s weird salve, but I tried to put my mind at ease knowing that Rachel’s crew was taking Noaich’s safety seriously. For now, I focused on the cerebtyrannus. Its eyes were still dull, but it was regarding me with curiosity rather than aggression.

“I’m going to try and explain what’s happened to you,” I said carefully as I led the monster away from the herbal smell left behind by the shaken sack. “I don’t know if you can understand me at all, but I figure we’ve got a few minutes to kill and I don’t mind explaining things twice.”

I paused for a moment before adding: “I worked in retail. Explaining something only two times would be a nice reprieve.”

The beast had no answer to that, it just placidly followed me away from the group and the cloud of herbal smell surrounding the area. As I walked it away, hoping that it wouldn’t take too long to shake off the effects of the herbs, I talked to the cerebtyrannus.

“The mandrills have a giant stockpile of alchemical herbs,” I explained. “I don’t know what they did to get you, but they put a bunch of them in a bag and tied it around your head. It was intended to make you our enemy.”

I had no idea if it could understand me, but the farther we got away from the smell, I started to see some vague sense of intelligence from the cerebtyrannus’s eyes. I couldn’t quite describe the exact change, but it felt to me like it had gone from watching me to seeing me.

“We don’t want to hurt you,” I said carefully. “I hope that you can forgive me for defending myself, but you kinda forced my hand. If you understand me now, then I’m sure you realize that you were trying to eat me.”

Survival, the beast said. It was somewhat startling to hear a response from it. But as we got farther from the herbal smell, I could see the slight purple glow coming back to its eyes. Respectable.

“Good, good,” I said quickly, “keep fighting it. I don’t have anything to help you recover, but it’s important that you get control of yourself again.”

I glanced past the beast and saw that Rachel’s crew were dragging Noaich to safety as well. I knew he was unlikely to have the fortitude to shake off the herbs this fast, but I hoped he would start his recovery soon.

“If you’re in a state where we can communicate,” I continued, “I want to make clear that we don’t want to infringe on your territory. You’re big, we’re small, and where you wanna eat is not something we’re trying to change.”

Respect… also respectable, the beast managed. It shook its head, and the glow in its eyes grew stronger. We were well clear of the smell now, so I brought us to a halt.

There was something of a race against time going on behind the creature’s eyes. I wondered if it understood. The [pacify] debuff that I’d inflicted on it was stopping it from attacking despite the mandrill mind-drugs, but I still needed it to recover before my own more benign mind-control wore off.

I am… superior, it said after a moment. Your better. Why would… Why make a deal?

“Right, like you said,” I replied, trying to feign nonchalance, “you are the apex. We are the buzzing of flies before you. I get it. So we’re not trying to make any deal that puts you at any disadvantage.” I thumped a fist to my chest. “Just as there’s no reason for us to fight you—because we’ll lose and die—there’s no reason for you to fight us. You might win, but for what gain? There’s not enough meat in here to pay back the calories you’ll burn in the battle.”

The glow in the beast’s eyes redoubled in intensity.

For a moment, I felt a warmth in the air around me and I struggled to stay calm. There were no words for how grateful I was that it seemed unable to access its abilities while under the drug-induced haze when I realized that the telekinetic abilities I was warned about were able to manifest so quickly. I got a very clear sense that I might have been already as good as dead.

“All right, I might be overestimating my ability to burn your calories,” I said quickly. “Or underestimating your thriftiness with them. Whichever. But you have to understand that you’re doing the same. You can kill me, and maybe get enough nourishment to make it worth the effort. But those guys over there are gonna be really mad about it.” I gestured carefully across the clearing back towards Rachel and her crew. They had formed up again and seemed to be making ready for a second round of combat if it was needed. “I don’t want this to sound like a threat, because it isn’t, but you have to sleep sometime. What are you going to do if we keep coming? Again and again? For the rest of your life?”

The beast considered that for a moment. As it thought, I could see the way its body language changed. The mandrill drugs were wearing off at last. It was growing calmer and more relaxed, even as we discussed going to war with it.

Pack predators, it said at last with a derisive snort. Normally these sorts of agreements are implicit, not explicit. And written in blood.

“Normally these sorts of agreements don’t begin with us doing you a favor,” I countered, pointing at the sack of herbs on the ground. “You weren’t a fan of that thing attached to your head, were you?”

The heat in the air around me dissipated as the monster turned to look at the discarded bag. We were about a hundred feet away from it now, though my heightened senses were powerful enough to still smell its contents clearly.

To my horror, the bag levitated six feet up into the air. The ropes dangling off of it twisted by an unseen force. The beast was lifting the thing with its telekinesis from here.

“We share a common enemy,” I said, “if that helps. They put that thing on you and sent you here to hurt us. This agreement undermines their plans. It will make it easier for us to hurt them. We just want to be able to scout this area. Patrol here. Gather plants and other resources. Fight off threats to your territory, even. Maybe hunt a little, but not until after you’ve had your fill, I promise.”

The hovering bag twisted in the air. And then, abruptly, flew straight up. There was a sound of impact in the treetops, and the bag of herbs left the bounds of my detection radius at tremendous velocity. The cerebtyrannus had simply… catapulted the thing right up into the sky with incredible force.

It took an effort not to protest, but I kept my mouth shut.

I wanted to get my hands on some of those herbs, but not nearly so much as I wanted to survive this encounter.

The giant predator returned its attention to me. I could feel that heat around me again, and made a note that its telekinesis was attached to its vision. If I had to fight it—or something like it—I needed to stay out of its field of view. Unless I was interested in joining the post-apocalyptic space program.

We can reach an accord, it said after letting me sweat for an uncomfortable few seconds. But as a show of good faith, release your own hold on me. I can still feel it in my mind. It stops me from doing anything against you. Its lips peeled back, revealing those terrifying rows of knife-teeth again. Release me. Your hold is no more acceptable than that of the mandrills.

It took a few seconds to figure out how to end the [pacify] effect early. The Charming ability created a similar bond to the cerebtyrannus as it had with Noaich, and I simply had to issue a direction to the bond the same way as I could issue directions to my companion.

“Before I do this, I have to ask,” I said, hesitating for a moment. “I don’t suppose there’s any way I could convince you that we could be best friends forever? Go on wacky adventures, kill a thousand mandrills, get revenge, you know. Good times?”

Every moment you delay, the beast warned, a growl growing louder in its throat, I grow less amenable to our accord. You choose now between respect and violence. We can be colleagues, or we can be enemies. And the time is fast approaching where that decision will be made for you.

“Understood,” I said quickly, directing my temporary bond with the creature to end. “Loud and clear, sir, and I apologize for the inconvenience.”

I felt the telekinetic grip in the air around me tighten for a moment. A big cushioning tendril of force brushed against my back. Without the Pacify effect, there was nothing stopping the cerebtyrannus from sending me on the same fatal one-way trip that the bag of herbs had gone on. The only thing holding it back was trust.

And then it faded. The beast straightened up, shaking its head again.

You do well to show proper respect, it said at last. Continue to do so, and I will return the favor.

The beast turned and stomped away from us. For a brief moment, relief overwhelmed every other thought in my head.

We were alive.

And we all got to continue living.

At the same moment that my concern for Noaich’s well-being came flooding back, there was a pleasant sensation of the challenge quest completing as well.

And the tremendous experience point reward rolled me all the way up to Level 8.


Chapter 69
Live and Let Live


I took a gamble and turned my back on the cerebtyrannus.

It was moving away and I believed it was unlikely to turn back and try and pick a fight. I had to trust that it would honor our agreement, tenuous as it was.

I had more pressing concerns.

Noaich was still mostly awake. One of the mages was shining a light out of one of his hands to check his eye dilation. My reptilian companion was barely able to snort in irritation at having a light pointed directly at his eyes.

“I’m a doctor not a zookeeper,” he grumbled. “And I’m not even really a doctor.”

“Thanks,” I said, gently nudging the mage out of the way to kneel down next to my companion. “I think I’ve got it from here.”

“Is he going to be okay?” Rachel asked. “Unless I misunderstood what just happened, you just saved my life. I’d hate for it to have been at such an unreasonable cost.”

Noaich could not respond to me. A concentrated enough dose of the lethargy-inducing bitter herb to reduce the powerful cerebtyrannus’s resistance was more than enough to knock him out cold. I considered it a minor miracle that he could still move.

“He’ll be fine in a second,” I said. What I didn’t say was that it was because for all my abilities and all the threats arrayed against us, nothing could match sheer dumb luck.

I laid my hand on Noaich’s head, on the flat spot between his eyes. I concentrated on one of my new abilities from gaining Level 8. I could feel the power traveling down my arm and into my companion. Just as when it reached, I could feel his consciousness through our connection suddenly stir and awaken.

What happened? he asked, blinking his eyes at me.

“You saved the day,” I explained, patting him on the back. “Today, you’re the hero and I’m the sidekick.”

He puffed up with pride at that, even as a chuckle went through the surrounding group. As he stood up and shook himself the rest of the way to wakefulness, there was visible relief from Rachel. I wasn’t entirely sure why she seemed to hold herself accountable for Noaich’s condition, but it made me respect her a little more as a leader that she had taken it personally.

As the mood calmed, I noticed more than a few of the others staring off into the distance, eyes glazing over. If the high difficulty challenge was enough to push me to Level 8, it must have leveled everyone else up, too.

I reviewed what I’d gained once more.

Colin Richardson
Level 8 Beastmaster

HP: 646/837
MP: 0/0
SP: 120/120

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

[Class Abilities]

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 1 time and wears off when triggered. Base stable slots increased to 2.
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.

---

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 8 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 580/600
MP: 400/400
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Best Friends
Growth: 96/100

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

Feral Resilience was obviously the most important ability I’d gained, and had been critical to restoring Noaich after exposure to the mandrill’s herbs. It also told me a lot indirectly about the system. The acknowledged existence of “non-debuff detrimental effects” was a bit alarming. Was the mandrill’s exploit intended by the system? Because it has seemed pretty sketchy to me, and not just because it was working against my interests.

Nevertheless, I appreciated a way to fight it.

The other two boosts were surprisingly potent passive options. Draining my stamina had proven to be pretty dangerous, and preventing that was the obvious long-term usage for On The Prowl, but being able to use it to refill other resources was very valuable. One hit point per second wasn’t much at Level 8, but it would have kept me alive through the [Infected Bite] debuff that nearly killed me.

If it hadn’t been for Noaich dragging me to the camp and Jennifer saving my life, it would have been a day late and a dollar short, but their combined help getting me through it meant that I could persevere now, so long as I didn’t need the stamina restoration. Magic points wasn’t a concern for now, but I got the feeling that once Noaich started to develop down the magic path, his magic points pool having a trickle of recovery was going to be a game-changer.

The next tier of Teamwork wasn’t much for now, but I could see tremendous potential. I just had to figure out how to trigger the achievements associated with it. One stack of a one-use 2% evasion debuff wasn’t great. But if I could increase the number of stacks, or the potency, we could start cooking up some deadly fight plans, and learn to punch way above our weight class.

And the next stable slot would be nice, although I wasn’t in a position to think about how to fill it just yet.

I just really had to get Noaich the last bit of Growth, and a Peppered Steak. As soon as he had magic in our arsenal, things were going to get spicy.

“Anything interesting?” I asked Rachel when I finished going over my new toys.

“I wish I could say the usual,” she said, blinking a few times to refocus on me. “But this is the first time leveling up since becoming a Barbarian. As long as I keep getting new Shout buffs and more durability tools, I’m going to be happy with this subclass. No offense, you were great, but I’ve got a team to support.”

“None taken,” I said with a grin. I didn’t quite know how to tell her that I wasn’t even using Beastmaster to its full potential yet, with only one pet, and failing to hold my buffs for the rest of the raid group to be in range. Hopefully I’d be able to show off a little bit more when the mandrills came.

“So what’s the deal?” she asked, pointing in the direction where the cerebtyrannus had gone.

“Live and let live,” I said with a shrug. “It’s the best I could get, given the circumstances. Just don’t mess with it, and don’t try and snipe food out from under it, and it’ll let your people scout, patrol, and even hunt up here.”

Rachel nodded, visibly impressed. I’d been worried that she was expecting some kind of active alliance, but she had the realistic view that such a thing was beyond a long shot. Though I had to admit, I was a little disappointed that I hadn’t had the proper opportunity to try and negotiate a more permanent friendship with the beast. Gaining Level 8 meant that I had access to another stable slot for pets.

“We did it, though,” she said, raising her voice to address the whole group. “A high-difficulty raid challenge met and completed, and the rewards are ours. Now to return to town and plan our next move.”

“We can’t just keep reinforcing our defenses,” one of the others protested.

“We’ll figure that out when we get there,” Rachel said with a sigh that made it clear that this wasn’t the first time that complaint had been raised. And from the rolling of eyes among the others, it seemed like it wasn’t just one person’s opinion. She made a gesture for the group to form ranks again and started to lead the way south back towards the camp.

“They’re right,” I said, loud enough for everyone to hear, and then moved to walk beside Rachel before lowering my voice. “They are right. You have a reasonable fighting force here, but waiting for the attack to come is a bad move. You’re going to make your crafters more vulnerable. And your sister, too.”

“They can fight, too,” Rachel snapped. “They even have the levels. They have to, in order to boost their skills. They just aren’t as coordinated.”

“So don’t put them in a situation where you’ll need to cover for their mistakes,” I said, reading between the lines—the people who weren’t with the raid group had lost the spot among them for a reason.

“Alright, Wandering-Adventurer Colin,” she said, feigning patience. “What’s your master plan this time?”

“Well, we start with a celebration of this victory,” I said, quickly glancing over my shoulder and confirming that everyone else was covertly trying to listen in on our conversation. “Because this was a big win.”

“And after that?” Rachel demanded.

I felt that magnetic pull. She was trying to yank the truth out of me. I didn’t need to fight it—not that I knew if I could or not—but I needed to control how my words were framed.

“The mandrills aren’t afraid of you,” I said carefully. “I think we need to fix that.”


Chapter 70
Wine and Dine


After returning to the camp, there was something of a celebration. Without anything approximating liquor, and food being a precious resource, it was really more of a jovial air than anything else. Rachel quickly excused herself to spread word of the deal with the cerebtyrannus to the other scouts and hunters. Meanwhile, I struggled in vain to keep all the new faces and names straight.

My friendly demeanor and charming smile carried me through most of the event. Every few minutes, a member of the raid team would walk up with someone who hadn’t been with us and credit me with the victory, and so I would wave away the compliment, turn it around onto the raider for their contribution—even when I couldn’t remember what exactly they were doing the fight—and then make a polite introduction.

Introducing Noaich was always a crowd-pleaser.

They’d all seen him with me when I was wounded, and heard about his refusal to leave my side in the infirmary and so had assumed that he shared more qualities with a dog than a person. They cooed over him like a puppy and asked to pet him. He didn’t seem opposed to the attention, but that might have been because he didn’t understand what was happening well enough to find it patronizing.

All the while, my sharpened senses picked up bits and pieces of other conversations.

A lot of the discussion among the others was what new abilities they had from leveling up, which told me all sorts of interesting things. First of all, Rachel hadn’t been totally honest when she’d said the group would be reaching Level 6. The majority of the team was, but there were five members who had hit Level 5, and were choosing their subclass now. Among the others there were some interesting new abilities.

Liz had gotten the ability to generate traps on the ground that would slow whatever stepped into them. What was more, she had an achievement from another ability that synergized with it; when applying the slow, it would include a root effect at the start that would entirely immobilize the target for a second before the slow was applied.

Big Sam had also started as a Marauder and had gone for Marauder+, and was excited for his new damage boost cooldown, Celerity, which would boost his movement and attack speed. Apparently the cooldown and duration were such that using his Level 5 ability, Unending, would let him keep the buff active for five straight minutes.

One of the mages—Peter was his name, apparently—had been using a powerful damaging AoE spell from his base class that could be set on a spot or object and activated remotely.

Apparently his subclass had rewarded him with a passive that multiplied the number of those remote explosives he could set up at one time, though I didn’t fully understand the way he described the interaction. He was too busy talking about how he could use them to set up complex traps or dramatic pyrotechnics to get into the mechanics.

The scout who had accompanied us was apparently not usually present for every raid challenge, and so was grateful to get her subclass that would let her move into a more support-focused role. While not a Beastmaster, she had a similar ability to my Teamwork I, which would let her share her buffs with allies. With her stealth-focused base class, that meant she could spread her overpowered stealth ability to the whole raid team, including the achievement-granted movement speed boost on activation.

Combining the new abilities I heard about with my own toolkit, I started to formulate a plan of attack. What I’d said to Rachel was the whole truth. We needed to make the mandrills afraid of the consequences of attacking this camp again. But that held its own risks. They weren’t that complex of a society. If they were afraid of us, they might lash out all the harder.

“We can’t just hit them,” I muttered to Noaich in a quiet moment. “We need them to not hit back.”

Make sure they can’t? Noaich said simply. He was looking at me expectantly, as if he thought I was testing him and not asking for his help. What do they need to hit back? Just take that away, right?

I nodded once, before my mind started to put together the missing pieces. We couldn’t stop them forever. But we could stop them for a long time. Long enough for Rachel’s raid team to catch up to my level, making the camp all but unassailable.

“We have the tools to do it, too,” I said. “I just need to get Rachel on board.”

Here’s your chance, Noaich said.

Rachel was picking her way through the festivities, purposefully seeking me out.

“You,” she said when she met my eyes. “With me. Now.”

I didn’t need to be told twice.

With my enhanced senses, I could tell where everyone in the camp was. I expected Rachel to lead me to a smaller council to discuss strategy. I was slightly more worried when she led me back to the infirmary, where the only other person was her sister, Jennifer.

“We need to have a chat,” she said as soon as we were out of normal earshot of the rest of the raid group.

“We do,” I agreed. “And we don’t have a lot of time to do it.”

“Are they coming?” Rachel asked. “The mandrills. They’re coming, aren’t they?”

“I can’t tell from here,” I said, momentarily surprised that we were actually on the same page. “But it’s only a matter of time.”

“So what are we going to do about it?” she asked as she pushed open the infirmary door and gestured for me to go inside.

“Strike first,” I said as I walked in. I made a fist with one hand and slammed it into my other palm. “And strike fast.”

“I already told Rachel I don’t like that idea,” Jennifer said, turning to join the conversation as if she’d been walking with us the whole while. “It’s just going to provoke them.”

“And I agree with her,” Rachel said, holding the door a moment longer for Noaich to trot in behind me. “Good fences make good neighbors. I think we just need to harden our defenses until they can’t assault us. And then we might be able to make peace.” She gestured at me. “Especially if we have an interpreter.”

“You’re going to need much stronger defenses much faster than you can make them,” I said firmly. I pointed between Rachel’s sword and tinkling mail armor. “They want the iron deposit here. And what’s worse, I don’t know if peace is going to come in our lifetimes.”

I tapped my temple. “They don’t even think of us as people. We’re vermin to them. Pests that they need to clean out. I tried to talk to the raid party that I fought off and they looked at me like a rat that could imitate their speech, not a sentient being to be reasoned with. To their perspective, hunkering down is just as aggressive as a counterattack. The harder you dig in, the more desperate they’re going to be to dig you out before you breed.”

Jennifer visibly wasn’t satisfied with that. The weight of her charismatic glare made me feel bad for bringing it all up. But Rachel could see the sense in my words. Pressing her lips into a thin line made it clear that she was thinking carefully about what I’d said.

I took advantage of the brief pause to activate Beast Hunter, expanding my detection radius. It was too distracting to keep up conversation while I could see the whole landscape laid out in my mind, but I wanted to stay in the habit so I could avoid being caught off-guard. I deactivated the ability as soon as it was obvious that there was no danger approaching the camp.

“Can’t we wait?” Rachel said carefully, testing the idea even as she spoke it aloud. “You messed up their hit squad up pretty good, and we’ve just fouled their next plan, too. Maybe we can weather the storm a little longer.”

“I understand why you’d say that,” I found myself replying, her personal magnetism drawing the hasty response before I could think it through more critically. “You want another level. And another after that. And another after that. A little more power. A little more security. A little more confidence.

“Because the shine is already coming off of the system and you don’t think what we just got is enough to turn the tides.” I thumped a hand to my chest. “But that’s exactly why we can’t wait. You and your people just leveled up and got the exact right combination of abilities. We have the tools we need to hit them just the way we need to, and we have the chance to use those abilities before the mandrills can possibly be prepared for them.”

“And what’s the harm in waiting a little bit?” Rachel asked, bristling at my calling her out. “We can learn to master these new abilities. Farm up some achievements for them. Grind a little more.”

“Cross-counter,” I said, gesturing by crossing both my fists past each other. “They’re recovering from their last strike now, so it’s the only way we can attack and be sure that their next raid isn’t going to pass us going the other way.” I gestured to Jennifer. “The last thing we want is for the mandrills to land a strike force here while all your best fighters are out of town.”

“You have actual ideas then?” Rachel asked with a grimace. “You aren’t just trying to march us out there to yell ‘fight’ and pray to improvise a win?”

“I have more than ideas,” I said, offering my most charming smile. “I have a plan.”

“Explain,” Jennifer said, crossing her arms over her chest with obvious doubt. “If you’ve got it all figured out, it should be easy to convince me that it’s worth it.”

So I did.


Chapter 71
Obligatory Preparations


After getting both Rachel and Jennifer on board with the plan, she pulled me aside to get me a weapon upgrade in the small window of time while she explained everything to the others. To that end, she introduced me to a laconic teenager who—despite his attitude—could confidently claim to have the highest crafting (weapons) skill in the camp.

With his skill and the abundance of iron, the weapon was automatically going to outclass whatever I could expect to loot, but I did have a choice of customization. I had collected four weapon materials in my adventures, and offering one of them to be used in the crafting would add a little spice to the result. I reviewed my options.

Pelagornis Jawbone
Weapon Material, Armor Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons crafted with this bear the Pelagornis’s needle-sharp teeth. Applies a bleed effect on hit.
Armor Material Properties: Armor crafted with this benefit from the Pelagornis’s lightweight bone structure. Increases DEX and AGI.

Armored Pithecus Teeth
Reagent, Weapon Material
Reagent Properties: Boosts DEF. Grinding required.
Weapon Material Properties: Increases DEF while equipped.

Sturdy Dimetrodon Jaw
Weapon Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons made with this bone inherit the dimetrodon’s tenacity. When dealing damage, temporarily increase the wielder’s parrying skill.

Terrorbird Feather
Weapon Material
Weapon Material Properties: Weapons decorated with these feathers inherit the swift spirit of the Terrorbird. Increases the wielder’s attack speed on hit.

I was immediately attracted to the Armored Pithecus Teeth or the Sturdy Dimetrodon Jaw to give me a little bit more of an edge on survival, but I had to put that idea aside for now. With Rachel and her crew on hand, I wasn’t going to be the primary frontline. Not to mention that Level 8 hadn’t been kind to me in terms of offensive tools. The Pelagornis Jawbone or the Terrorbird Feather were going to be smarter options to improve my damage output.

In the end, I handed the crafter the Terrorbird Feather. As a dual-wielder, attack speed was potentially much more valuable to me since it should apply to both weapons even if only one of them had the property. Plus, I had a hunch that attack speed was going to be critical to building achievements on my new Teamwork IV passive.

“Where’d you get these?” the smith asked even as his hands were busily integrating them into the construction of the axe.

“Oh, I just found them,” I said with a grin. “It’s funny the things the mandrills just leave lying around in the forest, attached to the skin of giant murderous bird-monsters.”

The crafter was unfazed by my joke.

I decided to let him concentrate on his work, heating and hammering the smelted iron, turning it red and then smashing it into shape until that hot glow turned dull, and then returning it to the heat to start again.

Despite his youth, every movement had the confident and lazy precision of a master crafter. I tried to make conversation, but he was either too antisocial or too focused on his task to respond.

When he was done, the weapon itself was fairly simple in design—a crescent-bladed iron axe attached to a hide-wrapped wooden haft. But the terrorbird feathers served to decorate the weapon, giving it a slightly wilder aesthetic. Two of the feathers had been used as guides for etched designs on either side of the axe head, while several more had been affixed to the weapon around where the haft was attached, creating a brownish feathered fringe. The smith worked for just another minute to grind down and deftly sharpen the edge of the weapon before handing it over.

“Bring more of those feathers if you can,” the smith said with a shrug. “I can try for a high-quality crafting check for you. And I can think of a few others who would like this property.”

“If this isn’t a high-quality crafting check, I might lose my mind if I see one,” I marveled, examining the weapon. “I don’t have words for how grateful I am for this.”

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

It was so much more powerful than what I was using, I almost asked him to make another on the spot. But before I could try and formulate a way to make it seem reasonable, Rachel reappeared to pull me away. The raid crew had been briefed on the plan, and received their orders.

Everything was in place.

It was time to go.
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Marching on the mandrill town was the easy part, made all the easier by the tools available to us. The scout—whose name I finally learned was Emma—could spread buff called Wind Walk to the whole group, which included a movement speed boost and the same semi-invisible state of Hide In Plain Sight, which several of the other raid team members hadn’t earned.

Rachel wanted me to incorporate a hit on the northeastern camp on the way in, and I hadn’t been able to talk her out of it while we’d been in camp. Bringing the team to a halt for a few seconds so that I could scan the area with Beast Hunter told me what I needed to know to move us on without delay.

“They’re massing here,” I warned.

The camp was much like the one I’d hit before. A small makeshift pen and a handful of tents. Only enough space to really support a half-dozen mandrills for any length of time. But there were nearly thirty fighters assembled here now.

“Should we be afraid?” Rachel asked. “Are they going to go after the town?”

“Not a chance,” I said quickly. I pointed, even though she couldn’t see what I could see. “No mounts. Just two terrorbirds and a young dimetrodon. Probably for running messages. They aren’t here to launch an offensive. They’re here to defend against our response.”

“Not our response,” Rachel pointed out with a smirk. “Yours. You’re the one who spanked them and sent them home.”

I took a closer look and picked out the mandrill wearing the reed mantle that marked her as leader. In addition to the mantle, she had a pair of poultices on her ribs, covering wounds that I could tell from here were deep. She was anxious. Fidgety. With her at the helm, her obvious fear was infectious. The whole camp was filled with tension, even though the mandrills here outnumbered all the humans under Rachel’s command, let alone her dozen fighters. Her grip on her poleaxe was white-knuckle tight.

“The survivor,” I said, spitting the word like a curse. “They put her in charge of holding me off if I came for them again. She was so terrified she raised a damn army.”

Told you, Noaich muttered. Wasn’t smart.

“I told you,” Rachel said at the same time, “leaving her alive wasn’t smart.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved my hands dismissively at both of them. “But I think you fail to see the advantage here: as long as we get in and out faster than a runner can get here and back, this is an army that we won’t have to fight to achieve our goals. We’re not stopping them by taking out their fighting force.”

A spark of understanding grew in Rachel’s eyes. I sensed a similar adjustment in Noaich’s body language. I suddenly felt a lot better about “letting” that mandrill get away.

“We’re cutting the line,” Rachel said, addressing the group. “Get moving. And be ready. We’re not going to be able to issue your orders on the spot. You need to know what to do as soon as we make contact.”

“No room for mistakes,” I added as we started moving on.

We circled wide around the camp, staying well out of range of any detection that they might have at their disposal.

The army wasn’t the target. Not by a long shot.

After getting clear of the camp, we cut straight west, heading straight for the mandrill town beyond.


Chapter 72
Owe Ya One


It had only been a handful of days since Noaich and I had hit the mandrill town, but a surprising amount of the damage done had been repaired. Most of the buildings towards the edges of town had been fixed up or rebuilt.

There were still a few damaged or flattened buildings farther in, though many had been crudely patched with cloth curtains. My senses easily detected which ones had been abandoned during repairs, and which ones were still intact enough to house their occupants, even if the damage was still present from some monster blasting through the walls.

This late into the afternoon, many of the mandrills were in their homes, but there was a group still working in the middle of town. Of all the damage I’d done, no building had been so obliterated as the stable. And with everyone’s living arrangements sorted, it was the most important building to get back up and secure. The pen outside of it would only contain what few drug-addled mounts and livestock they had left for so long. About eight or nine mandrills were working feverishly to get the building back up before nightfall.

I tried not to panic when I saw the alpha near at hand, ferrying cut lumber from the crafters to the work site. Despite the above-it-all behavior he’d shown last time, he wasn’t so proud as to neglect helping, even if the task that was needed was just a strong back to haul materials. It was almost respectable behavior for a leader, if it wasn’t terrifying to think that he was going to be at the center of this fight once it began.

I conveyed all that to Rachel from our final staging spot just outside the ring of farms around the town. She looked at the others and pointed at two members in particular.

“Peter, Yara,” she said, pointing to the mage and the woman with the iron-banded club, “get ready.”

The two of them split off, Peter moving with the scout Emma to the left side of the group—where her stealth aura could still cover the raid crew, but where the pair of them could duck away quickly when combat broke out. Yara moved to the back, giving Liz a protective pat on the back to try and calm the anxious archer.

At the same time, Rachel moved to the front. The rest of the group formed around her the same way they had when we were making our approach on the cerebtyrannus.

“In position,” Rachel said.

With a firm gesture, the group headed straight for the town.

The cover of Emma’s cloak couldn’t hold forever. But like my Hide In Plain Sight ability, it got us pretty far. We swarmed past the front line of guards stationed around the town by approaching in a blind spot and got halfway to the stable before encountering a guard patrol. There were only three mandrills, and so when one of them managed to check against someone’s stealth and win, they didn’t try and fight.

Instead, they howled in alarm, their voices shrill and panicked.

“Now!” Rachel snapped. “Move!”

Peter and Emma broke off from the group. The mage was a bit clumsy, but Emma caught his first stumble and turned it into a springing sprint, getting the pair of them clear of us before putting her cloak back up over the pair of them. Everyone else charged forward as one, though Yara and Liz fell back, trailing behind even Big Sam who still covered the rear.

We burst out into the clearing around the stable. The workers were already scrambling to get away. I could sense every guard in town converging on the stables now, moving in response to the increasingly noisy hoots of alarm. The only fighting force ready and waiting to oppose us were a half-dozen anxious guards, with the alpha approaching from behind their shaky line.

“We can take him,” Rachel said quietly. I could tell that she was hungry for the win. She might never have another chance to engage with the alpha as cleanly as she could right now. And even now he wasn’t such an imposing figure. Clearly the oldest mandrill in the camp, with a slight limp to his gait, and unarmed, too.

“It’s not part of the plan,” I said quickly. “We have to stick together.”

“If we get spread out, it’s all for nothing,” she said, pressing her lips together in a tight line, remembering my warning back in town. “And getting baited to run forward is spreading us out.”

“Until we see the Big One, the plan is everything,” I confirmed.

“Together, then,” Rachel ordered, and the group advanced at a more measured pace than the breakneck charge she no doubt wanted.

The mandrill line seemed about to break before our numbers, but the alpha stepped up beside them. His presence visibly bolstered their resolve. And as the remaining guards grew closer, they seemed more willing to fight. I could even sense this town’s queen approaching from the west, leading a large enough group of guards to be a threat to us.

Rachel adjusted her position to meet the alpha head-on. Right before the fight began, she let loose with her two [Shout] buffs, and then added a third yipping war cry that instead applied a debuff to the mandrills, slightly shaking their confidence. I wasn’t sure what the effect was, but there wasn’t time to stop and ask.

The frontline of Rachel’s fighters smashed into the mandrills. As soon as they did, I instructed Noaich to Howl, spreading the buff to the whole party.

I wanted to pop Enrage as well, but I held myself back. If this fight was going to drag on, we were going to need to stagger our buffs. One overwhelming blow wasn’t going to be what won this battle.

Not yet, anyway.

With the stacked buffs, our frontline put the mandrill line on the back foot immediately. The two shield-bearing tanks at the front were near-indomitable, their boosted dodge, block, and parry skills keeping them ahead of the mandrill’s attacks. The attacks from those behind them were fast and furious as well, defeating their defenses thanks to Rachel’s shout, and dishing out tremendous damage thanks to Noaich’s Howl. The mandrill line almost crumbled.

But it held.

Because the alpha held.

Rachel’s giant cleaver swept in with tremendous speed, the increased skill making the weapon blur even to my heightened senses. For a brief instant, it looked like she was going to cleave the alpha in half at the waist before he even knew he was in a fight.

But his bare hands came up with speed that was outright blinding. One moment his hands were at his sides, and the next, one palm was planted on the side of Rachel’s blade, guiding it up and around his body. The other hand reached out and smashed into the center of her chest, the impact loudly rattling her armor and sending her staggering back.

As the alpha held his position, he snarled and I could see the wounds on the other mandrills closing as fast as our fighters could open them. The pain of being struck again and again was a blow to their morale, but physically, they stayed upright. They held, stopping our advance.

I stepped up into the breach when Rachel fell back. I felt a magical force bolster me as one of the mages in our backline focused his efforts on me, giving me a buff to my DEX and AGI stats. Combined with Rachel’s buffs, it let me send my weapons flying in a fearsome web of blades.

The unarmed alpha’s hands moved just as fast as mine. He swatted away my blades as fast as I could swing them, but unlike Rachel, I had two blades, and it occupied both of his hands. He couldn’t just swat me away with a spare moment, not unless he wanted to take a deep cut in exchange. He had to hold the line.

“Come on,” I said, grinning in his face. “You’ve gotta be able to do better than this, can’t you?”

The alpha was shocked at my ability to communicate.

That momentary hesitation was all the opening I needed to cut across his forearm with the blade of my new axe, leaving a deep and bloody cut. My foe recovered quickly, slapping my next attack away, but that one strike was all I needed. My attack speed was increased by the blow, and so my next attack was much faster.

I left a smaller cut across his palm when he tried to block me again. And then another cut on his shoulder.

“You send a team to hit us when you’re not prepared for a team to hit you?” I admonished, grinning all the wider. “Seems irresponsible. A failure of leadership, I’d say.”

I gained a step of ground. The elder mandrill took a step back under the fury of my assault and the insults I flung at his face, and when he fell back, the line beside him started to panic. Even as he was healing their wounds, his own were weakening him. If things didn’t change, I was going to take him out with a thousand cuts.

The alpha took a desperate gamble to try and turn the fight, planting one foot firmly and rearing back to kick me away without dropping his guard.

He didn’t even realize the opening he was handing me.

Noaich surged forward, slipping under my wide stance to clamp his jaws down on the alpha’s planted back leg.

“Have a nice trip,” I remarked, offering a mock salute.

I jumped back to let Noaich hurl himself into a roll. Against every mandrill we’d come against so far, the attack was a guaranteed kill. I assumed it would take my companion out of the fight for a while to be busy blending the alpha until liquefied, but I had no reason to expect what happened next.

The alpha did get slammed into the ground on his face with bone-crushing force. But as he flipped, rotating around Noaich’s center of gravity, his hands and free leg caught himself on the next spin. His muscles tensed, and in a brief show of force, he turned Noaich’s momentum against himself, kicking up and over himself.

My companion lost his grip on the alpha’s leg and was sent flying through the air, slamming noisily through the wooden wall of a nearby building.

As the alpha returned to his feet, his earlier limp was a little more pronounced. And along with all the damage I’d added to him, he was looking a little rough. Even though he’d shaken off Noaich’s attack, there was still an opening and I surged forward. As long as I had my attack speed boost from my new axe I could—

Rachel grabbed my shoulder and yanked, pulling me off-balance. I couldn’t catch myself and slammed into her. I was about to protest when the purpose of her interruption became crystal clear.

A huge lump of fur, muscle, and claw slammed into the ground between me and the alpha like a meteor. If not for Rachel’s interference, I would have been flattened.

There was a deep growl of rage at being denied its target.

The Big One.

The beast raised its head and glared at me with its strangely human-like eyes, baring its big square teeth at me in a mad rictus. It was an uncomfortable reminder of what had happened to me the last time I’d been unable to keep those teeth from chomping down on me.

I didn’t have time to think. I had to move.

The monster lunged, mouth open and slavering for another bite of me.


Chapter 73
Freedom


I was pretty confident that if I got hit with Infected Bite again, I could survive. On The Prowl would let me weather the damage-over-time effect. But disabling all my other healing meant that I’d need to avoid all damage for the entire duration. With the mandrill guards closing in—and the queen and her forces nearly upon us—that was a tall order.

Besides, this was all according to plan. A little faster than intended, but all according to plan.

The entelodont’s giant teeth snapped at me, and I pushed off of Rachel, sending each of us to either side of the fearsome maw.

For a moment, its eyes locked into her instead of me, but I put a quick end to that. Activating Enrage before smashing my axe into the side of its head and landing a brutal cut there was more than enough to turn it back to me.

Activating Enrage also spread the effect to the whole raid crew. Their damage output increased sharply, and the thin line of guards came apart at the seams in an instant. Two were dead through the alpha’s healing, and the other four were forced back. The alpha backed off as well, but his expression read to me like a knowing smirk. He thought that the entelodont was going to be the end of us even if he had to retreat.

If I was him, I’d have thought so, too.

Giant claws raked out at me, too fast to dodge and too strong to parry. They ripped across my chest leaving deep wounds. At Level 8, the 200 damage it dealt wasn’t the end of the world, but it was still a lot more than I wanted to take from a single strike.

But I couldn’t just back off.

The whole plan was going to come apart if the beast was allowed to run loose among us.

Snarling in the entelodont’s face, I hit it again. The stacking attack speed buff from my new axe was starting to feel outrageous as my weapon spun in my hands with tremendous speed, landing two more slashes before the creature could even flinch from the first. The monster bit at me again, seeming to remember how its infection debuff had obliterated me, but I remembered, too. With Rachel’s [Shout] buffs still rolling I twisted out of the way as the massive teeth snapped shut a hair away from my skin.

Rachel darted into the fight herself, her giant cleaver carving a deep cut across the monster’s rear flank, driving it towards me and stopping it from rearing back to lunge again. It kicked at her with its rear leg almost absently, as if in reflex rather than offering her any real attention.

Despite the casual nature of the kick, when she caught the beast’s claws on the flat of her blade it was still enough force to bowl her over, sending her scrambling, the tinkling of her armor almost drowning out her grunt of frustration.

My detection radius warned me that the mandrills were fencing us in. Big Sam and Yara were already struggling to hold the line at the back against the initial response, and the other melee fighters—even those who weren’t tanks—were struggling to hold the line as the guards closed in on our flanks as well. We were dishing out a lot of damage, but the mandrill numbers were growing the longer we outstayed our welcome.

The mandrills’ wounded fell back from the front line, but another rank surged forward to take their place. Rachel’s raid group had to tighten around us to stop the mandrills from breaking through our line. What few healing abilities we had were getting burned left and right to keep us going; we didn’t have a second rank to replace the front.

We barely had room for the plan already, and the noose was tightening around us now.

And straight ahead of us, across from the pen and behind the alpha’s retreating line, the queen was about to join the fight with her forces, smashing through the strongest part of our line with superior numbers and support.

All this with an unstoppable killing machine behind our line already, consuming the attention of the team’s best fighters.

We were going to be overrun in seconds. With all of us captured or dead, no one would be left to go back to camp. Just as we’d be crushed now, everyone else would be crushed by the end of the day tomorrow.

And after that? King Alpha and his Monkey Knights of the Round Banana would take a few weeks to armor up and wipe out any humans they could find for miles around. It would be devastating.

So, if the plan was going to work, it had to work now.

For the sake of everyone, not just those here, and not just those in Rachel’s camp. But for my old friends back in Jamestown, and every other budding human settlement I would ever set eyes on.

I broke and ran.

There was a snort of satisfaction. Like the daeodon that it vaguely resembled, when the entelodont was a predator, it had a sadistic streak. It wanted to run me down, and when it lunged again, its teeth snapped shut right behind my heels. The monster could have caught me. It was faster, after all, but now that I was running, it wanted to keep me running.

And why not? It didn’t actually care about me. The damage I’d done was nearly inconsequential to it, after all. It was only killing me on orders from the mandrills. What scraps of meat were on my bones were never going to satisfy this monster. The satisfaction it wanted was in the killing itself. It wanted to have some fun.

And that meant that it only had eyes for my fear as I ran past the others. The two remaining mages cowered away, distracted from their duties supporting the others. But the beast ignored them, charging after me even though it meant ignoring the much softer morsels along the way. Even though it meant running right past Liz.

There was a flash of energy.

Liz’s snare trap blasted the entelodont. Crude bolas of green energy whipped around the beast’s legs, binding it and weighing it down, but at the moment of the trap’s triggering a separate purple tether wrapped around its head and yanked it down like a leash. Even as it arrested the entelodont’s momentum, it was already breaking apart, as it would only last a fraction of a second.

More than long enough for me.

As soon as the blast of energy came, I changed direction, darting to the left around the monster. While it was immobilized, all it could do was follow me with its eyes, ready to pounce once Liz’s ability wasn’t holding it down any longer.

I wasn’t going to give it the option. As soon as I was far enough around it to charge right at the beast without leaving myself open to its teeth or claws, I closed in. The window was narrow, but not too narrow for me to squeeze through.

The tether snapped and the beast started to whirl, but it was too late already.

I slapped my hand to the monster’s bristly hide, and focused on sending my newest ability down my arm into the beast.

The muscles beneath my hand stiffened, tensed, and then relaxed.

The entelodont’s next growl was a very different timbre.

Instead of mindless aggression, there was intent behind it.

Meaning.

I understood.

Freedom, it growled. Freedom good.

“Right, freedom good,” I said quickly. “Freedom very good. That’s all I wanted to give you. Consider it a gift. Use it in good health! Preferably somewhere very far away from me!”

Despite its size and the clear intelligence behind its humanlike eyes, the monster wasn’t very coherent. But I didn’t need coherence. I just needed it loose.

The beast snorted, and as Liz’s ability-created bonds fell away.

It didn’t lash out.

And for a brief moment, the mandrills around us hesitated. Even from here, I could sense the panic that gripped the alpha. He turned as the queen charged to enter the fight.

The Big One, he snapped at her, hooting loudly to try and flag down her attention. Something’s wrong with the Big One!

Despite the language barrier, the entelodont recognized the name the mandrills had given it. It whirled suddenly, bowling me over with its shoulder. I caught a glimpse of its eyes and saw nothing but rage in them.

Captor, the monster bellowed as soon as it saw the queen.

“Clear a path!” I yelled, “or this is gonna get ugly!”


Chapter 74
Predator and Prey


Rachel and her front line were able to scramble clear as the entelodont charged, barely before they were trampled underfoot. I had the brief option to stand with Rachel and her crew, but I cast that plan aside to stick with the giant boar-like monster as it barreled towards the mandrill queen.

The whole plan had revolved around flipping the most fearsome fighter on the field to our side. The last thing I wanted was to let that investment be wasted.

With the beast joining the fight, Rachel’s crew took the upper hand in combat once more. The mandrills weren’t all breaking and running, but their morale had been badly damaged by the sight of their celebrated secret weapon turning against them.

It would have to be enough. The entelodont only had eyes for the queen, and it was not going to be swayed from that course. The best way to help them was going to be to help the beast to eliminate her and her forces.

The giant monster smashed through the wood-and-stone wall of the animal pen between it and the queen. Despite the opening of their potential path to freedom—or to the fight—all the animals being kept within fled the other direction, too terrified of the massive beast to do anything else.

I heard the queen let out a bellowing hoot of challenge at the beast’s approach, and when I peeked around the monster’s flank, I saw that she was activating an ability that caused a red glow to suffuse her arms.

The entelodont learned what that meant before I did. When it slammed into her, she held her ground, grabbing its face with her hands to stop it from biting her. Its momentum sent her sliding back, but she managed to avoid being bowled over as she held her ground.

The small army of guards with her scattered and scrambled back, too terrified to attack yet. But she held.

And that’s when I circled around.

With her whole ability-enhanced strength turned to the task of keeping those massive square teeth from chomping down on her, there wasn’t anything she could do about me. I rushed up on her and slammed both axes into her at once with reckless abandon, one in her back and the other at her elbow, hoping to break her hold. The giant gashes I left behind didn’t stop her, and the entelodont’s rage hadn’t subsided in the slightest. The contest of strength persisted.

I wanted to keep beating up on her, but the initial shock of the monster’s charge was wearing off.

The small army with the queen charged in at me, and I suddenly felt very alone.

My best attempt to tip the scales was to launch a quick kick into the queen’s gut, hitting her with Skull Bash to apply the [stun] debuff to her. Where I hadn’t broken her grapple with the entelodont with damage, the stun did it. Her grip failed and the entelodont bowled her over, its charge carrying it through as it overran a bunch of her guards while it bull rushed her away from me.

More mandrills rushed in at me from every other side. I still had a bit of time left on my buffs, but I feared I was in over my head here. It had been a long time since I used my Defensive Stance toggle, but this was the time for it. The achievement-granted ability boosted my parry skill, while reducing my weapon skill. Combined with the skill boosts from Rachel’s Shouts, it was the best way to survive against dozens of foes at once.

Weapons whipped at me from every angle, but leaning hard on the system to save me paid off. My own axes became a protective dome of blades. My Beast Hunter awareness let me keep ahead of even foes attacking from behind me, my parrying skill controlling my limbs to block those attacks.

Even still, more than a few broke through my defenses. My dodge skill let me slip under and around a few of those, but not everything. A sword sliced across my cheek. The spiked butt of a poleaxe smashed into my leg. The side of a spearhead left a shallow cut on my forearm. And all around me were enraged hooting mandrill faces, each one more intent than the last to be the one to kill me.

A strange sound was coming from somewhere nearby. Too rhythmic and patterned to be random background noise. Too close to be anything from outside the fight. It took me a minute to place it. It was me.

I was laughing.

Somehow, in the middle of this dire struggle for my life, I realized the truth: I was having fun.

The damage that snuck through my defenses was small. With all these foes working so hard, I had still taken more damage from the entelodont’s swipe than I was here.

My growing level had surpassed the power of an army of mandrills. It was possible that the alpha or the queen might be a serious challenge for me one-on-one, but here? Against a bunch of low-level guards?

I was the apex predator now.

I left Defensive Stance active. The last thing I wanted was a lucky hit to take me out. But after activating a charge of Second Wind for some healing, I shifted my focus, lashing out against the surrounding foes.

My axe ripped through flimsy leather armor. A mandrill screamed, falling away with a near-mortal wound. My next strike was faster, and I unleashed Maul with it, a blast of crimson energy emanating from the attack and opening deep bleeding wounds on every mandrill around me.

I bared my teeth in a rictus grin at the army around me, and reveled in the sensation of power it gave me to see them flinch.

Through my bond with Noaich, I sensed his approach. He’d pulled himself from the wreckage of the building the alpha had chucked him through, and was charging to my rescue, keeping low to the ground to ambush the first foe he could reach. I wanted to instruct him to fall back—to help Rachel and her people instead—but so long as the queen’s forces were here with me, they weren’t over there making that fight harder. And I couldn’t refuse his help if I wanted to come out of this fight victorious.

My initial burst of offense had given me some breathing room.

No, that wasn’t accurate.

The mandrills were the ones reclaiming breathing room. I couldn’t have that.

I looked around the group until I made eye contact with one of them. It was a juvenile male, with a sword and a crude square wooden shield. I swept my axe at him and activated Mistral Reach, launching a blast of energy at him.

As soon as it left my weapon, I charged after it.

The blast of energy sent his hastily raised shield smashing into his chest, stunning him briefly while I smashed my axe into his shoulder, hurling him down onto the ground.

I flung myself at the mandrill that was standing beside the downed juvenile. My axes flew, ripping through her defenses and sending her scrambling back, fleeing before my damage output combined with the [bleed] effect from Maul spelled her doom.

It’s a monster! one of the mandrills behind me shouted. Too much for us!

We are twenty of the best-trained fighters in SongLight, another crowed from nearby. And there’s only one of it! Just kill it!

I turned and found the one who’d spoken with such hubris. It was another juvenile male, trying to lead the older, more experienced guards around him at my back.

I grinned and lunged towards him.

To his credit, he parried my first strike. But the second axe right behind it split his nose in half diagonally, sending him flailing wildly. I kicked one of his feet out from under him and as he fell, I hacked a deep gash into his side, feeling the scrape of his ribs against the blade through the iron weapon.

“Come on, then,” I said, flashing a big grin at the mandrills who had been rallying behind the now-downed would-be hero. “Throw yourselves at me. I’m just a monster, aren’t I? What are you so afraid of?”

They had apparently been told to expect to hear me speak intelligibly, as none of them were surprised. The survivor who was huddled in the camp to the northeast had likely told them what to expect from me. But my words and actions clearly rattled them.

I didn’t wait for them to recover, launching myself at the next mandrill, hacking into its armored arm to send a poleaxe clattering to the ground. I let out a cackling laugh as I hacked into the mandrill’s chest, sending blood spraying. I didn’t even wait for that one to hit the ground before slashing at the next, sending her scrambling back, dropping her sword and shoving at the wall of guards around me to try and escape.

She pushed her way out of the ring of guards and ran face-first into death itself.

Noaich pounced, snapping his jaws closed around her arm and twisting away with terrible destructive force. I thought she was going to get blended in his death roll, but she wasn’t sturdy enough even for that. Her arm broke off at the elbow, sending a spray of blood and sharpening her screams as she bolted away from the fight in a state of shocked panic.

That seemed to break the morale of the remaining fighters. Only about a third of the mandrills around me broke at first, backing off. But when the numbers around me thinned, the morale of those who were uncertain failed as well. And the seven or eight who remained confident recognized the shift in the situation, backing off and screaming for the cowards to return and fight.

Well within my radius, I could see that Rachel’s group had been mobbed by more and more mandrills, but were fighting them off now. The tide was turning and Rachel was leading the charge, jumping from line to line on all sides to support her team and keep them going despite the odds.

To the south, I could see the alpha abandoning the fight. He was heading east, but circling southwards around Rachel’s line. Was he seeking reinforcements? Or was there a secret weapon he was going to attack with after his guards bought enough time?

As the mandrills around me scattered, though, there was one thing remaining that consumed my attention.

The entelodont was fighting the queen and her few remaining guards. The mandrills were losing. Badly. The queen was now fighting with a giant claymore with a wavy edge, and though the blade was coated in blood and gore, the giant beast looked unharmed. As I watched, a giant gash along one shoulder knitted closed before my eyes.

I suddenly remembered that the cerebtyrannus had lost access to its telekinetic abilities while under the effects of the herbs.

A cold finger ran down my spine.

What had I actually unleashed?

The queen and her forces were wounded. Several mortally. She had to realize that this was not going to end her way so long as the Big One was a neutral entity in this fight.

Herbs! she demanded with a blood-curdling monkey shriek. Someone get the herbs!

“Rachel!” I bellowed in response. “Now!”

I felt like it was a minor miracle that she heard me over the din of battle. But when she yelled her response, it was loud. I was convinced that she’d gotten a passive from her Barbarian subclass that let her put some inhuman volume behind her words.

“PETER!” she roared. “NOW!”


Chapter 75
Maybe He’ll Get Dizzy


THUMP.

THUMP. THUMP. THUMP.

THUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMPTHUMP.

THUMP!

All across my detection radius, storehouses and sheds exploded with dull thudding sounds. For those without my enhanced senses, the columns of thick black smoke would give away what we’d done.

The second part of the plan.

It was an awful thing to see.

I had combined Peter’s remote explosives with Emma’s ability to run him around quickly and quietly. I’d told Rachel to be sure to send someone with alchemy skill, but apparently Peter fit the bill there by himself. While the entire town was focused on Rachel’s incursion, the pair of them had skulked around and identified the mandrill’s stockpiles of herbs, planting his explosive spell on them.

And now, in the critical moment before the queen could arrange to reclaim the entelodont’s loyalty, all their resources had been eliminated.

The last explosion had been very near at hand, beside the partially rebuilt stable. The mandrill queen stared at the explosion, her next command halted mid-gesture.

Shortly after, the entelodont lunged at her, teeth clamping down over her shoulders and shaking her furiously. There was a loud cracking sound when her spine broke, and the giant monster bit down hard, its square incisor teeth cutting her in half.

The few mandrills who remained scattered. On the other side of the broken animal pen, the mandrills were still fighting Rachel and her crew, but once Noaich and I returned to their side—with or without the entelodont on our team—our victory would be assured.

With the field cleared of mandrills, though, the entelodont regarded me. And I got the immediate impression that turning my back on the beast would be unwise. It wasn’t any expression that Wild Empathy was translating. It was simply a suspicion. The way it was looking between me and Noaich made me feel very uneasy.

Know what you are, it snarled at last after a long moment of simply staring at each other.

“Right,” I said carefully, “I’m the one who freed you.”

To be your slave instead, it growled, taking a step forward. Beastmaster. It said the word as if it were the direst accusation.

“No,” I said firmly. “I’m a big fan of freedom here. I am also a big fan of not doing what you’re thinking about doing. We don’t have to be enemies here, I promise.”

The entelodont wasn’t convinced.

It charged.

Noaich was faster than me on the draw. He snapped his jaws at the oncoming monster, and it became a blast of energy with Mistral Reach. As soon as it struck the monster on the chin, its charge slowed, but not from the impact. My companion had used Snare with the attack, buying us both a few precious seconds.

Without exchanging words or preparing a plan, Noaich and I were in tune with each other. He ran left and I ran right. As I expected, the entelodont only had eyes for me, ignoring Noaich and running straight at me, way faster than I could possibly hope to escape.

I was going to have to stand and fight. And by now, all of my buffs were inactive. No Howl, no Enrage, and no more of Rachel’s Shouts.

I was, for the moment, naked.

And I was going to have to win now.

If I escaped the entelodont, it might decide to wipe out Rachel and her team. Maybe not today, but from the hate in its eyes, I could tell it wasn’t going to stop hunting me until one of us was dead. Scouring the region for me would have been disastrous for every human in the region.

If I could buy a few more seconds for my cooldowns though? Maybe I had a chance.

Using my climb skill, I scrambled up the wall of one of the nearest mandrill buildings. As soon as my feet hit the roof, the monster smashed into the building, obliterating the back wall. The roof was already falling as I tried to keep running, jumping to the roof of the next stilted building. I didn’t land squarely, scrambling up onto it even as the pursuing entelodont smashed into that building as well.

I thought that was going to be the end of the run, but I changed directions, jumping to the building on the left instead of straight ahead, and the entelodont struggled for a moment. With the snare debuff from Noaich’s quick thinking, it couldn’t turn and get back up to speed as fast as normal. It bought me an extra second to get where I needed to be.

The building that served as the headquarters for the mandrill guard forces was two stories tall. I had to jump to the wall and climb to the top of it. From up there, though, I flung down my own Mistral Reach attack at the oncoming entelodont. This one carried the Maul status, hitting it with a bleed effect.

I had the impression that this was going to be a long fight.

Getting Maul up sooner rather than later was going to add up to a lot of damage over time.

The beast slammed into the building. Watching the impact from above was almost mesmerizing. The wooden stilts and slats of the building splintered and sprayed out in every direction.

This building was made a little sturdier, and didn’t immediately collapse as the monster passed through it like a baseball through a window, which gave me the footing to run to the far side and jump down.

The entelodont emerged from the back of the building, spraying splinters of destroyed weapon racks in every direction. Unfortunately, it seemed that the weapon racks had been emptied by the mandrill response to our attack, so the monster hadn’t been injured by passing through the building. That meant more work for me.

In that case, I’d have to get started.

I slammed down on the back of the monster’s neck. Landing straddling the beast proved to be unwise. I found myself wondering why they always did that in the movies. As dramatic as it was, it was obviously not very smart. Still, I clamped down with the muscles on my thighs and calves, desperate to hold position where it couldn’t fight back.

It started to buck, to try and cast me off, but I doubled over as its head came up, slamming my forehead into the back of its head. Skull Bash briefly applied the [stunned] debuff on the beast.

Nearby, I heard Noaich’s fearsome Howl, restoring the first of the buffs I’d need for this fight. It had the same cooldown as Enrage, which meant I boosted myself with that as well. While the entelodont was stunned, I smashed my axes down on its head, hacking away. As my new axe carved into the thick bristly hide, I started stacking up the attack speed buff again, sending both weapons carving away faster and faster.

The beast started to buck and thrash again as soon as the stun wore off. I held my position on its back for as long as I could, but I recognized as its flailing limbs smashed through a building that my perch here wasn’t going to last.

Kicking off of the monster was risky, but not as risky as staying on. I hit the ground in a roll, dangerously close to one of its claws, but was easily able to scramble away from there before it could react. Claws slammed down, but too slow as I got to my feet, facing the beast down once more.

Its wounds were closing up before my eyes already. The regeneration that had been disabled by the mind-control herb was more powerful than I’d feared. And at my command, the mandrill’s whole stockpile of the stuff had been destroyed.

I couldn’t hesitate. Every second’s pause was seeing my work undone almost as fast as I’d dished it out. I charged in again.

Giant teeth chomped at me, and I moved with desperate urgency to stay ahead of them. I couldn’t afford to let it regenerate too much, but if it landed the Infected Bite debuff again, I was done for.

I smashed my axes right into its face, leaving a deep gash in its nose and upper lip, sending a fountain of blood gushing into the monster’s teeth.

It seemed to sense my fear, and lunged with its bloody mouth open again, forcing me to scramble to keep ahead of the chomping jaws. I hacked at it again, but my attacks bounced off of its big square teeth this time.

Claws raked out at me, and I’d been so focused on avoiding getting bit, they caught me on the legs, carving away at my hit points. The monster snarled in triumph, spraying me with its blood. I battled back by lunging right back into its face, smashing one axe into its nose. I planted the weapon there and used it for leverage to swipe at its right eye with my other axe.

It flinched away, stopping me from gouging the eye out, but the cut I left on its brow right above sent blood flooding down, blinding it on that side. As I backed away, I circled left, under the side of that blinded eye.

Teeth chomped at where I’d been, and claws lashed out wildly. The beast snorted to try and locate me by scent, but all it got was a big sniff of its own blood from the wound I’d left there as well. Maul was keeping the open wounds bleeding, its duration persisting so long as I could keep hitting it, but even now the wounds were still closing.

I couldn’t let up. I needed to pile on more and more damage. And even if I could, it looked like this battle would keep going for longer than my stamina could keep up. I needed help. I needed another damage source. And whoever came to help was going to be in extraordinary danger of getting one-shot by the monster’s deadly bite with us way too far away from Jennifer, who was the only one I knew of to remove the fatal debuff.

Who would be stupid enough to rush to my aid, while still being tough enough to survive the fight?

There was only one answer.

And as if he sensed the thought crossing my mind…

Death from above!


Chapter 76
Not So Tough Now


Noaich shot down out of the trees, toothy maw agape.

With the entelodont focused on me, it didn’t even realize he was coming until it was too late.

Crocodile teeth modified by the Enrage and Howl abilities sank deep into the bristly hide and clamped down hard.

My companion’s weight was far outmatched by the giant pig-monster, so there was no way to drag the beast into a death roll. But his firm grip and powerful jaws meant that he was inflicting damage. Not to mention that as long as I could keep attacking to keep Maul active on the monster, his damage was boosted by 20% thanks to Teamwork III.

I had to keep on the offensive. With both of us together, our damage could outweigh the monster’s regeneration. But I couldn’t let up or else we were finished.

The entelodont briefly tried to turn to address the new foe clinging to its back, and I lunged in to remind it who the real enemy was. With the high attack speed from my new axe, I hacked away at the side of its face, leaving three deep cuts before it could return its attention to me. It tried to swat me away with a claw, but I could parry the blow with the edge of my weapon, leaving a cut along the inside of its hand-like paw as I deflected the attack.

The monster whirled its full attention back to me at that, lunging for a bite and forcing me back, but while Noaich was too small to outmuscle the entelodont, his weight was enough to slow it down. I was able to dart around and carve another deep wound up the creature’s jaw before three more strikes at the shoulder, working my way down and damaging its upper arm muscles as I went.

With the way the system handled damage, it didn’t immobilize the creature on that side, but as blood poured down the limb, its next step slipped as it tried to turn to follow me. The slip opened it up and I focused my efforts on its side, continuing down to chop away at its flank as fast as I could.

With all the buffs on me, the thick hide was barely an impediment now.

What mattered to me in the long term, though, was seeing the effect of Teamwork IV. Noaich’s continuous gnawing grip on the monster’s back meant that he was reducing the enemy’s parry and dodge checks against my attacks, and my attacks were doing the same for Noaich.

[Class Achievement]

Perfect Teamwork: Take advantage of Teamwork IV 10 times (lifetime). The non-debuff detrimental effects from Teamwork IV stack up to 1 additional time.

I didn’t expect Teamwork IV to have a big impact on this fight. The entelodont’s defensive strategy was its tough hide and potent regeneration. But with Noaich dealing continuous damage, I could feel the effect of the boosted effect immediately. Apparently dodge and parry checks also governed how well it could absorb the impact with movements. My strikes were landing more squarely and my axe was cutting in deeper and deeper.

Obviously, the more we could keep it going, the stronger that achievement would become. And the way to do that was to swing away. Hard and fast.

With my new axe’s attack speed at full power, I ran circles around the entelodont, slicing almost blindly at it as it tried to keep up with my movements. Maul was still active, so blood gushed from every wound, staining its hide and filling the air as it kicked and thrashed. I was speckled with it now, and the ground around us was growing muddy and slick.

Claws slashed out at me, but the blood loss was slowing it down. Either that, or the exertion of spinning in place with a giant reptile clinging to it was draining its stamina bar dry. Meanwhile, my new On The Prowl ability was still keeping my own stamina stable, slowing its drain enough that I was still fresh and ready to keep on fighting.

“I expected more from you,” I grunted as I darted out to avoid a swiping claw, and then back in to deliver four quick slashes in return. “Especially after you whooped my butt last time.”

Kill you, the beast snarled. Despite all the fatigue and damage, its rage was still overwhelming all other concerns. Kill you kill you kill you.

“One level goes a long way,” I said, more to myself and Noaich than to the mindlessly enraged pig-monster. “No wonder the system spawns scary stuff for higher-level people. Leveling up one time turns deadly threats into fair fights.”

Noaich was trying to respond to me, but with his jaws clamped down and his body being shaken around by the entelodont’s thrashing, he couldn’t communicate effectively. And the last thing I wanted was for him to let go. The damage he was applying was keeping the beast’s regeneration in check perfectly. The wounds I was opening across its side were barely healing at all.

The entelodont was getting weaker as the fight continued. And as I kept hacking away, and Noaich kept chomping down, we were getting stronger.

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.

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

The creature’s strength was flagging now. Its slowed movements meant that I circled all the way around from its right side to its hindquarters. It tried to surprise me by turning left instead of right, but it was so slow now, chopping away at its back legs as I danced well ahead of its movements.

The entelodont finally stopped trying to attack me, apparently realizing that it was hopeless so long as Noaich was ripping up its back and keeping its regeneration from helping. It sagged down and dropped to one side to try and roll over and crush my companion. That forced Noaich to let go and scramble away, but he held on until the entelodont fully committed to the roll.

With the beast on its back, it was vulnerable.

I struck.

I leaped up onto the monster’s belly and ran straight up its body to its head. My tremendously boosted attack speed let me carve huge gaping wounds up its exposed underbelly, where its hide was almost as thin as my own skin instead of a thick layer of armor.

“Remember that you picked this fight,” I snapped as the beast struggled to try and roll back over onto its legs. “It didn’t have to be like this. But—”

Its front claws slashed out at me, trying to protect its most vulnerable spot, but it was too worn down.

Too sluggish.

Too wounded.

Too slow.

I deftly leaped over the swiping claws, and as I came down, I drove both axes directly into the monster’s throat side-by-side, and ripped straight out, tearing the throat open up both sides.

The opened throat dumped blood out on me in a disgusting fountain. As it coated the monster’s head, my position on it slipped, sending me to the ground right in front of its face.

For a brief moment I thought I was toast. I was unprepared to slip, and I was in the perfect position to get chomped to death.

But as I landed, I looked into the entelodont’s eyes as they glazed over in death.

I heaved out a huge sigh of relief. The Big One was down.

We’d won.

And more than just the entelodont, too. The queen of this town was gone, along with a large chunk of her forces. And whoever stepped up to take her place was denied the huge stockpiles of hypnotic herbs that had enabled their cavalry. What little they had in their outlying camps wouldn’t be enough to support a large enough attack against Rachel’s camp to threaten her and her people—especially not with how many experience points and class achievements they’d no doubt racked up during this fight, like I had.

Even from here, behind some buildings—and wreckage that used to be buildings—my Beast Hunter ability let me see Rachel and her team mopping up the last of the mandrill guards. The field of dead around them was a gorey mess, but with their tight formation and great buff support from their leader, not a single human had fallen.

“Damn,” I cursed as I scanned the battlefield, and then extended my attention to the whole town. I held myself still for a few seconds to double my range. “Damn, damn, damn.”

What’s wrong? Noaich asked.

“You know how you told me not to let that mandrill go?” I asked. “And how you kept saying that was a bad idea?”

Yes, he said with a motion like a nod.

“I don’t sense the alpha anywhere,” I said with a grimace. “I didn’t want to let him go. Especially not after he punted you through a wall.”

Didn’t punt me through a wall, Noaich said, shaking himself indignantly. Sensed the danger and escaped at speed. Knew you had it under control.

“Yeah, well, it looks like he followed your example.” I gestured for us to move and started at a light jog to go rejoin Rachel as they were finishing their part of the fight. “He’s gone for now. I bet we haven’t seen the last of him.”


Chapter 77
Interlude 3: What He Created


This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.

Things had been going wrong for a long time. Ever since the Accursed Ridgeless had arrived, the world had changed for the worse. Vermin scrambling the surface of our world. Dirtying the precious stone with their short-fingered feet and daring to set their hands on it. It was the Flesh And Bone Of God and they dared to take it up? I could not imagine a larger blasphemy than such filthy little monsters carving and crafting with stone. Bearing it on their bodies and as their weapons without a Father’s permission.

Vermin though they were, they were fierce. They killed my successor and forced me to continue to hold the mantle of Father in SongLight for some years yet until I could train the next. The Citadel had been expecting me back for my retirement. The Father who had trained me could not move on until I was there to replace him—as I had taken his station here in SongLight.

And these pests would never understand what they had ruined. How their interference had harmed the Theomilitary. What would happen if they stopped us from honoring and pleasing our God.

Well, most of them would never understand.

Even now, slipping away to the south of SongLight, I shuddered, remembering the Ridgeless Speaker. I hadn’t believed Olaalo when she’d said that one of them had spoken to her—taunting Irmaamri and the attack team while battling them. But I also hadn’t believed that one of those vermin had a monster under its control, and that was all it had taken to defeat the team and their mounts.

But I’d seen him. The Ridgeless Speaker. Bearing a weapon made from God’s Bones and issuing the same sorts of taunts Olaalo had spoken of. And at its command, a beast had leaped to join the battle at its side.

What was more, the beast had retained its natural abilities. Unlike what we had tamed, it was not reduced to brute strength alone.

There were only two ways to tame a beast in such a way.

One was heretical.

Unthinkable.

It would require the Ridgeless to be Classed Beings, which was impossible. They were just pack animals with a social structure we didn’t yet understand that granted them class-like abilities.

The other way was not heretical, but did involve a heretic.

The Shaman.

It pained me to retreat from SongLight. The battle was lost, though. Any could see it. While it was my duty to give my life in service to the Theomilitary if my time came, the Citadel would not demand my death to be wasted. And I could not overlook this obvious betrayal.

The Shaman had been working with the Ridgeless. It was the only way they could have another type of beast on their side. It was the only way they could have known how we were controlling our beasts and destroyed our stockpiles. And it was the only way the Ridgeless Speaker could have been able to turn The Big One against us.

As usual, it wasn’t long after I entered his territory that he came to me. I sensed him just before he appeared, thumping loudly out from behind a tree, even though I hadn’t heard him until he was well within range of my hearing.

He was covered in the dingy layered robes of an ascetic, with a leather hood that obscured his features. He managed to be lanky and stubby at the same time. No doubt from whatever birth defect had driven him to seek a heretical path, separating himself from the priesthood.

While my first urge was to tear his arms off for his crimes, I needed him to answer for them first. Not to mention that I needed him to give me the secrets he’d given the Ridgeless Speaker.

“Explain yourself,” I hooted angrily, my gestures clipped abruptly to make clear just how displeased I was, “and perhaps the Citadel will give you a quick death.”

The Shaman regarded me wordlessly for a long moment, as he always did. His bargaining tactic to make himself appear strange and mysterious. But I knew what the mandrill within the costume was.

“Deserter. Heretic.” I gritted my teeth and stood up tall, spreading my arms to show him how near he was to facing violence. “You turned your back on your people to become a monster out among the wilds. Do not be surprised that I recognize your second betrayal! Answer me. What have you made the Accursed Ridgeless into? And what did you give them that you refuse to give us?”

The Shaman had no words for another long pause. He tilted his head at me, trying to feign confusion. But I could feel the mockery in the gesture from its slow and deliberate nature.

“I have not kept anything from you,” the Shaman said at last, his gestures clumsy and vague as usual.

Whatever defect made him so weird-looking and lumpy garbled his communication. I had counseled Linnel carefully to avoid letting his impediment stir her to anger with him, but now that my patience was at its limit, I was the one who needed that counsel.

“The Accursed Ridgeless,” I said, gesturing slowly and carefully to make sure that he could understand. “They have a loyal beast now. One who is not bound by the same herbal concoction you gave us. Why? How?”

“I cannot say why,” the Shaman gestured slowly. “It was his choice, and he did not share his motivation with me. I can say how. But you will not like what I say.”

“Blasphemy,” I snapped the gesture out so fast it was nearly as slurred as the Shaman’s slowed speech. “Your life is forfeit if you even speak such heresy aloud.”

“Then I will not say it,” the Shaman said. “But that will not make it less true.”

The suggestion was ridiculous. It called everything into question and would throw the Theomilitary into chaos. If the Ridgeless could be Classed, would that mean they deserved representation at the Citadel?

Were we obligated to educate them on God’s Plan?

Were we obligated to protect them from the wilds?

Or were they the True Foe?

Were they part of the prophecy delivered by God to the First Fathers? The enemy that had driven them to form the Theomilitary in the first place?

“But you did help him—it,” I said, quickly correcting myself. Even accidentally affording one of the Ridgeless the respect owed to thinking beings felt like blasphemy. “You did betray us. You gave them the tools to destroy SongLight. You even admit it.”

“I did not give him the tools,” the Shaman said, stepping forward towards me. “I only pointed him at you. And like the bolt from a slinger, he has landed. Struck you down. As I wanted.”

“You dare—” I sputtered. The ominous appearance he cast with his leather hood and lumpy robes made me step back, but I stopped myself, standing my ground. “Why? Why would you betray us? Do you not understand that you owe us your loyalty?”

He stepped forward again.

I didn’t like getting close to him. The cloying stink of mud and waste followed him like a cloud, and I could physically feel the smell hitting me.

“I owe you nothing,” the Shaman said as he continued his advance. “You were going to be important, but I’ve found something better. He has what you lack. He has what I need.”

“What could one of those things possibly offer you?” I demanded, raising my fists. If he wanted to challenge me—to speed his inevitable execution—then I had no problem with following through on my threats.

“I’m afraid your primitive… gesture-talk doesn’t have the words for it.” The Shaman made a gesture with his hands that was not language. “And telling you will have no effect. I cannot have you interfering further. Not after you nearly injured his animal.”

Vines sprouted from the roots at my feet. They tangled in my legs first, pulling me to my knees before I could throw a punch. I swiped at him as best I could, but the vines rushed up my body snaring my arm and stopping me.

I was immobilized, but I was more than tough enough to endure the squeeze. Even as the vines wrapped around my throat, I was too strong for them to cut off my breathing.

The Shaman made another gesture that was not language. Calling upon his class abilities.

I didn’t recognize it. A forbidden class? Perhaps his heretical exile was not self-imposed. He had chosen a path that mandrills were not supposed to follow.

Lumps formed in the nearby tree trunks, and wooden figures shaped like headless mandrills began to emerge, pulling themselves from the trunks. More tore up out of the soil, clawing their way up out of the roots beneath us. As they emerged from where they grew, they shambled towards the Shaman and lined up behind him, forming an ominous row of thick-limbed guards clearly intended to intimidate me.

I was not frightened.

Not until the Shaman did something I did not expect.

He made noises.

Ridgeless noises, accompanied by no mandrill gesture.

A ululating song that was almost complex enough to be a language of its own.

Unlike the Ridgeless Speaker, I didn’t understand what he—no, it—meant by the noises. But at his gesture, the wooden figures moved up to begin the slow and arduous process of beating me to death. The Shaman didn’t even stay to watch, walking away with a much more graceful gait—that of a Ridgeless rather than a deformed mandrill.

Sorry, son, he had said. But this show needs a more charismatic star than any of your people will ever be.


Chapter 78
Cause For Celebration


Despite our best efforts, the return to Rachel’s camp was uneventful. Having broken the mandrills’ morale, scattered their forces, destroyed their secret weapon, and obliterated their ability to fight back, spirits were too high to be stealthy.

But despite how members of the group crowed their victory to the forest canopy, we didn’t run into any trouble. Rachel led us wide of the mandrill camp, and we were in too big of a group to be enticing prey for anything that saw us out in the wild.

There were a few minor injuries that had people reporting to Jennifer in the infirmary, but with the system’s aid, everyone was more than ready to celebrate their victory within a few minutes.

I’d tried not to be disappointed in the previous celebration after our victory over the cerebtyrannus. It was the post-apocalypse, after all, and I believed that there weren’t the resources for a proper party.

It turned out I was wrong.

With this victory, and nightfall at hand, the camp went to great lengths to celebrate properly. Cookie’s cookfire was replaced with a giant bonfire. Primitive instruments were either fetched or made on the spot. Food items that had been saved for a special occasion were brought around and shared.

Even I got into the spirit, sharing the last of the smoked fish I’d stolen all those nights ago.

To say that spirits were high was an understatement. People were trying to figure out how to play their favorite pre-apocalypse songs with instruments made from plant fibers, animal skin, and carved wood. Whenever a song started, there was dancing, and when it grew darker as night fell, shadows cast by the bonfire light danced with us.

The only person who didn’t seem happy was Cookie, who was trying to cook meals for everyone with a fire that was too big and hot to do so normally.

I did my part to participate. I danced. I ate. I tried to play instrumental videogame soundtracks on an untuned approximation of a guitar. I made celebratory small talk and accepted what pats on the back were offered to me. With the tight web of friendships already present in the camp, I found myself feeling like an outsider.

“I hate to say it,” I said at last when I had a moment alone with my companion, “but I think we need to start planning to move along.”

Why? Noaich asked. Nice people. Nice place. And we made them safe.

“It’s more complicated than that,” I warned. “There are more kinds of danger than mandrills.”

As if on cue, Rachel returned from whatever chore she was doing, joining the festivities. Though she was clearly angling towards me as she made her way through the crowd. I didn’t think I stood out that much, but I guess I was the only one with a pet crocodile.

“Get something to eat,” I said, pointing towards Cookie. “I’ll let you know if we’re staying or not.”

Noaich clearly wanted to discuss the matter further, but he could always be trusted to pursue food when available. It wasn’t until he was already gone that I realized that I shouldn’t have bothered. After all, he would only understand my half of the conversation, and Rachel wouldn’t understand anything he added, either.

It took her a minute or so to sidle up beside me. Everyone wanted to talk to her about something on her way, offering congratulations, thanks, and compliments on her leadership. She made a good show of acknowledging everyone by name, shaking hands and hugging where appropriate, and extracting herself from each conversation quickly. With all the dancing and the proximity to the bonfire, her cheeks were flushed red by the time she got to me.

“We might have a complication,” she warned. “I had people gathering cheap wood to get a makeshift shelter slapped together for you tonight, but, uh…” She pointed to the bonfire.

“I appreciate the gesture,” I said, offering a grin. “Even if the plan seems to have gone up in smoke.”

She let out a snort of a laugh, the sudden shake of her shoulders sending her armor tinkling.

“Spoke with Jennifer, though,” she continued, “You can crash with us for the night. She said she’ll be spending some time taking care of business in the infirmary tonight. Restocking and cleaning up. So it won’t be too crowded.”

There was a clear coyness in her voice. An obvious suggestion. She had the same capacity for subtlety that I did, and honestly, I found that more endearing than if she’d actually been able to disguise her intentions.

I’d have been lying if I’d said I wasn’t interested, either. Not that I could have with whatever magnetic effect she had on the truth. But even when she wasn’t asking questions, I owed her honesty.

“I’d be honored to stay the night,” I said at last, “but I’m not sure how much longer than that I’ll be around.”

“What?” she demanded, her attitude quickly shifting. “You’re leaving? Why?”

“Because you think you can pretend this is normal,” I said, not even bothering to fight against her supernatural charisma. “I can’t lie to you. And I find myself almost compelled by your sister’s orders.” I shook my head. “I don’t even care how it’s happening. It bothers me that you think I’m stupid enough to just ignore it.”

Rachel pressed her lips into a thin line. I could clearly see the gears turning in her mind as she weighed how to approach the problem I’d just presented.

I wanted to press the confrontation at that. Point out that her first reaction was to try and come up with another lie. But half the reason I couldn’t ignore this was that I didn’t have all the information. Perhaps it was a system thing. Perhaps if anybody knew the truth, there would be a terrible price for her and her sister to pay.

I could respect Rachel’s secrets. I could give her that space. If she didn’t want to tell me, she didn’t have to.

But I wouldn’t stick around to play an idiot for her.

“I wish I could convince you to stay,” she said at last. Her face contorted into a grimace for a moment as she struggled with whatever decision I’d forced her into making. “But I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

I nodded. That felt like as much confirmation as I could expect that she was somehow forced to keep this a secret. Even backing her into a corner so hard that she couldn’t avoid the fact of the matter, she had to keep her lips sealed.

Either that, or she was struggling to avoid phrasing her comment as a question I would be forced to answer.

“Don’t worry,” I said after a moment. “It’s nothing personal. And I don’t want to rock the boat around here. You have a good thing going here, and you struck a pretty major blow today on keeping it going.” I hooked my thumb east, vaguely in the direction of the mandrill camp. “I’m afraid if I stay, I’m going to be a wrench in your cleanly oiled gears.”

“I didn’t do anything,” she said, reaching out and tentatively putting a hand on my shoulder. She chanced a smile when I didn’t pull away. “You did this. I can’t even guess at what you’ve saved us all from. Move on if you have to, but I’m not going to forget what you did.”

I returned her smile. Even though this wasn’t going to work out long-term—her hands were tied by unseen forces, and I was too bullheaded to swallow my pride—I was still happy with what I’d accomplished. The space I’d bought them from the mandrills’ retaliation would give them the time to level up and become too strong to be scoured from their spot without a fight. And destroying the herbs and slaying the entelodont had removed the biggest threats to human life in the region.

“Don’t try and pass this off on me,” I said, letting my smile become a smirk. “I don’t want to take your victory from you when I leave. Keep it to remember me by.”

“If you insist,” she said with a shrug that sent her armor tinkling. “We’ll always have the Siege of Mandrillville.”

“I like the sound of that,” I said, stepping a little closer to swing my arm around her shoulders.

Before she could either lean in or lean away, there was a shout of alarm from the bonfire that drew both of our attention away.

Something was happening to Noaich.

I didn’t remember crossing the intervening space.

The next thing I knew I was beside him. His muscles were spasming and his scaled hide was turning ghostly pale.

“What happened?” I demanded, looking around. “What happened?”

There was concern in the eyes of those around, with one exception. Cookie. He didn’t look worried. He looked afraid. Panicked, even.

“What did you do?” I asked in a tone of voice that was definitely calm and even and not at all dripping with threats of violence.

“I fed him!” Cookie blurted out. The previously reserved and laconic cook was clearly caught off-guard by what was going on and just started rambling. “Jennifer had the peppers I needed. I had the meat. So when he came over looking for food, I made him a peppered steak just like you said! I’m so sorry I never wanted to hurt anybody I just—”

I held up a hand and stopped him. I consulted my character sheet, looking to confirm the answer that I had already expected.

Noaich (Baby Baurusuchus)
Level 9 Pet (Beastmaster)

HP: 580/675
MP: 400/450
SP: 100/100

Attitude: Best Friends
Growth: 100/100

Apprentice Baurusuchus
Magical Path
Requirements: Achievement “Best Friends”, Pet consumes 1x Peppered Steak, Growth > 100

Requirements met. Growth underway. Dismiss pet to the stable to interrupt.

And not just that, but the challenge quest to progress down the growth path had completed as well. Combined with all the foes we’d defeated in the mandrill town? It pushed us over the line to Level 9. There was no time to examine my new abilities, though.

“He’s not in danger,” I said quickly to put everyone at ease. “He’s evolving!”
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