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[1]

Quest Added

 

Lugor sighed as he observed the grinning god in front of him. “Hello, Karl. Been a while.”

“Karl?” Shiva echoed. “Isn’t that the-”

“God who gave this dashing young lad his class?” Karl interrupted, inclining his head towards Lugor. “You’re absolutely right.”

“It’s an honour,” Sandal said, giving a half-bow from his seat in the carriage.

Karl stopped him, holding up a hand. “We don’t do that here.”

Sandal sat back down, slightly embarrassed.

“I have to say, I’m very impressed, Lugor.” Karl pulled out a pipe and lit it with a match. He took a deep pull before exhaling. “I was worried you were going to lose that tournament. Those rocks? Genius.”

Lugor’s eyes watered, the acrid smoke from the pipe drifting past his face as it snaked toward the window. “Do you mind not doing that in here?” he asked, waving a hand in front of his face.

“Hold on a sec,” Karl said with a frown. The smoke suddenly changed in scent, the bitter aroma replaced with something that smelled like lavender. “Better?”

“Better.” Lugor didn’t question the change in smell; the fewer questions asked, the better. “Why are you here? It’s been months since I last saw you. Could have really used some help with the whole ‘turning into a monster’ thing.”

Since the end of the tournament, Lugor’s monstrous ancestry had been slowly creeping towards one hundred percent. It was still a while away, but the threat of his orcish side seizing control was very real.

Karl shifted in his seat. “I’m sorry,” he said apologetically. “There’s only so much I’m allowed to help with.”

“But you’re a god, can’t you just magic him better?” Shiva asked.

“There are limits to what I am and am not allowed to do,” Karl repeated. “I can’t just snap my fingers and fix everything.”

“Then you’re a pretty lousy god,” Shiva snapped, crossing her arms.

A flash of anger crossed Karl’s face and Lugor feared Shiva was about to end up on the receiving end of some divine wrath. “What are you doing here, Karl?” he asked, repeating his earlier question.

Karl turned back to the half-orc. “I just wanted to check in on you, provide what help I can.” He glanced at Shiva as he said that, the dark elf still glowering from her corner of the carriage.

Shiva made to speak again, but Lugor placed a hand on her arm, shaking his head. He turned back to the deity in front of him. “If you can’t help with my orc problem, what can you help me with?”

“Guidance. I know you’re worried about your mother.”

Lugor leant forward eagerly. “Do you know where she is?”

“Sort of, she’s-” Karl stopped and turned his head, as though he was listening to a distant sound.

 Lugor jiggled his leg impatiently. “She’s where?”

Karl sighed. “Sorry. I can’t tell you that. What I can tell you is that if you carry on with the mission Maric gave you, you’ll have a chance of finding her again.”

“That’s it?” Shiva scoffed. “That’s not a lot to go on.”

“I’m sorry the metaphysical laws restricting divine intervention are inconvenient to you,” Karl replied irritably.

“Thank you for apologising.”

“Is she always like this?” Karl asked Lugor, who was stifling a grin.

“Pretty much. She grows on you.”

“Like poison ivy,” Sandal said, laughing as Shiva slapped his shoulder.

Lugor smiled as he recalled saying those exact words to Sandal when they’d taken on the Gauntlet together. “Getting back to the matter at hand,” he said seriously, “how am I meant to find my mother on this guild mission? We’re going to a new island that’s who-knows-how many miles across the ocean.”

“Like I said, I can’t tell you any more than that. Just stick to your current course and you’ll have a chance to save her. Some of the other villagers, too.”

Lugor sighed. “Alright. Thanks, Karl. I feel a little better about heading out on this mission now, at least.” He paused for a moment. “Hang on, you said a chance of saving her.”

Karl shrugged. “Nothing in life is guaranteed. Well, except death and taxes.”

“And apparently, unhelpful gods,” Shiva muttered.

“Shiva,” Sandal said nervously as Karl fixed her with an angry glare, “maybe stop upsetting the divine power.”

“Let’s not forget who snatched Lugor from the jaws of death and gave him the means to save himself,” the god snapped. “Without my help he would have been killed when his village was attacked, or worse. He’s had more help than most.”

“And I’m very grateful for it,” Lugor said, raising placating hands. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

Karl nodded. “Start focusing on your class skills. I know you had to choose martial skills for your time at the Academy, but you’re out in the real world now. Champion skills are going to keep you and your friends alive. Also, learn how to cook.” With a wave of his hand and an audible popping noise, the god disappeared.

The three young Adventurers sat in silence, the sound of the carriage trundling along the cobblestone road the only noise.

Sandal cleared his throat. “That was weird. Do you think all the gods are like that?”

“I hope not,” Shiva said. “That dude is wacky.”

Lugor nodded. “At least I know I’m on the right track to find my mother.”

“That’s one thing I don’t get, though,” Sandal said, twiddling his thumbs. “This island has only just been discovered, why would she be there?”

“I don’t know,” Lugor said with a sigh. He looked out the window and watched the forest give way to open plains. “But if she’s there, it means Malcolm probably won’t be far behind.”

Shiva clenched her fists. “Then we’re definitely going.”

“It’s going to be a while before we get there,” Sandal noted. “The Merchant Coast is at least another week or so by carriage.”

Lugor looked up in surprise. “Is that where we’re going?”

Sandal and Shiva both looked at him, eyebrows raised.

“What?” he protested. 

“Did you not read the quest briefing?” Shiva asked, an incredulous expression on her face.

Lugor scratched the back of his neck. “I skimmed it. I got a bit excited and must have skipped some of the details.”

Sandal and Shiva simultaneously facepalmed. 

“Let me refresh your memory,” Sandal said. He raised his hand and lifted his fingers, counting off a list. “We’re getting a carriage down to the Merchant Coast, meeting our handler, and boarding the ship to take us to the new island.”

“Handler?” Lugor echoed.

The carriage bumped in the road and Sandal shifted slightly before responding, “I think he’s basically our babysitter.”

“How are we meant to find him in a port city? Aren’t they supposed to be gigantic?”

Shiva reached into her pack and pulled out the quest brief. Her eyes flicked from side to side as she scanned the scroll. “Apparently he’s waiting for us at an inn called the Honey Pot. We just need to ask for Stangar.”

“Stangar? That’s his name?”

Shiva nodded. “Berserker class, according to the quest brief,” she said, tapping the paper.

Lugor raised an eyebrow. “Berserker?”

“Did you even pay attention in class?” Shiva asked, rolling her eyes. “Berserkers use Rage to help them fight.”

“I thought that was Reavers?”

“Reavers use a kind of blood magic,” Sandal interjected. “Berserkers are definitely the rage dudes. Clue is in the name.”

“Oh yeah.”

Shiva tapped the paper again to get their attention. “Do you think Maric and Matthias paired us with a Berserker handler on purpose?”

Lugor turned from Sandal to look at the dark elf. “What do you mean?”

“Maybe he’s gonna help you with the whole monstrous rage thing.”

“Maybe, but Maric did say I had another year or so before the orc soul fully Awakens. Fingers crossed we don’t have to worry about it for a while.”

Shiva burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?” Lugor asked.

“Ah,” the dark elf responded, wiping a tear from her eye. “It’s us, Lugor. When has anything ever gone smoothly?”

“Fair point,” Lugor admitted. The trio sat in silence for a while longer, the clip-clopping of the horses’ hooves beating a steady pace as they covered a few more miles. 

A thought occurred to him. “I should probably file down my tusks now that we’re clear of the Academy.”

“Good idea,” Sandal agreed. “I don’t fancy having to fight our way through the port.”

Lugor rummaged through his pack, withdrawing his Masterwork rasp and a small hand mirror, then reluctantly got to work reducing the protrusions that indicated his orcish heritage. He’d let them grow out after the tournament and hadn’t missed the pain of metal on his tusks.

“So,” Sandal said, once Lugor was done filing and had put away his belongings, “anyone for ‘I Spy?’”
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The Honey Pot

 

“Are cities always this busy?” Lugor asked as he stepped down from the carriage.

They’d finally reached the port city of Kagos, nestled firmly in the middle of the Merchant Coast. Lugor gazed around in wonder at the sheer amount of foot traffic heading in and out of the gates, with the occasional traveller being stopped and their goods inspected.

“Bit busier than market day in your village, I’d wager,” Sandal said with a smile. “Feels like home to me.”

“Are the dwarven cities like this as well?” Shiva asked. Like Lugor, she also felt out of place in the bustling environment, having grown up in an even smaller settlement than Lugor’s.

“Nah,” the dwarf replied. “Dwarven cities aren’t quite as populated, but they’re just as big. My home city is situated in a giant cavern at the heart of a mountain.” A wistful look came over Sandal’s face. “I’d love to show it to you one day.”

“Let’s just worry about getting through this one in one piece,” Lugor said. He took a deep breath and slung his void satchel over his shoulders. “Let’s go find our handler.”

The three of them bid farewell to their driver, who gave them a polite bow before cracking the reins once more, heading towards a stable outside the city walls where he could have the horses seen to.

“I still don’t understand why we couldn’t have gotten dropped off directly at the inn,” Shiva grumbled as she shouldered her own pack.

“Can you picture trying to get a carriage through all that?” Sandal inclined his head towards the crowd funnelling through the gates. “It’s faster to just walk.”

“As long as it isn’t too far. My legs are all cramped up from being jammed in that carriage for the past two weeks.”

“At least this way you get to stretch them,” Lugor commented as they joined the masses on the paved cobblestones.

“Bite me.”

Lugor grinned at Shiva’s grumpiness but didn’t respond, deciding not to add more fuel to the fire. He noticed as they walked that the crowd around them was giving them a good amount of distance. Not so much that they weren’t jostled every now and then, but there was a clear ring around them.

I guess we do look a little threatening, he thought. They were dressed in full gear, which was still covered in nicks and scratches from their bout in the Academy’s tournament. 

Another thought occurred to him. “Hey, guys?”

Sandal and Shiva both turned to look at him as they walked. Vendors were hawking their wares from various stalls and criers were attempting to usher them into different stores.

“What’s up?” Sandal asked.

“Do either of you actually know where we’re going?”

At that, the trio abruptly stopped in their tracks, causing a disgruntled elf to mutter under his breath at them as they blocked the flow of people.

“Sorry,” Sandal said to the elf as he dragged his two friends away from the main street.

Shiva folded her arms and leaned against a wall. “I was just kinda following you. I have no clue where the inn is.”

“Neither do I,” Sandal answered.

Lugor slapped himself on the forehead. “Let’s go find a guard or something and ask.”

They joined the main street again and kept an eye out for anyone in uniform. After a few minutes, they spied two men in chainmail and white tabards emblazoned with a red sun, the same symbol as on the flags waving above the city walls.

“Excuse me,” Lugor said as they approached the guards, who had been conversing casually and keeping a careful eye on the crowd.

Both guards stood up straight and took a firmer grasp of their spears as the three young Adventurers approached. Lugor slowed his approach at the hostile reaction. “I was wondering if I could ask you for directions?” he asked uncertainly.

The guards relaxed slightly. “Sorry, Adventurer,” the one on the right said. “Normally when one of your kind seeks us out it means they’ve left a body for us to clean up.”

“Body?” Lugor asked.

“Yeah,” the guard on the left replied. “Plenty of Adventurers carry out quests in the city, clearing out thieves’ dens or infestations in the sewers. And somehow it’s always the duty of the guards to clean up the mess you lot leave behind.”

“But never mind all that,” the other guard continued. “Where’re you headed?”

Shiva spoke up, pulling the quest brief from her pack. “We’re looking for a place called the Honey Pot. Can you point us in the right direction?”

The guards glanced at each other. One of them coughed before replying. “You’re going to the Honey Pot?” he asked.

Shiva nodded.

The guards both raised their eyebrows as they looked at the Adventurers. “All three of you?”

“Is there something wrong with that?” Lugor asked with a frown. They were acting odd.

“Nothing at all,” the first guard replied, holding up his hands. “Far be it for me to judge what folks do with their own time.”

“Okaaaaay,” Lugor said, still a bit confused. “So, can you show us the way?”

The guard pointed down the road. “Head down this street until you come to an inn called the Broken Drum. Once you’re there, swing a right down a winding alley, which will open onto another road. Head towards the ocean and once you get to the fish market, turn left. The Honey Pot is along that row of buildings. Got all that?”

Lugor blinked. “Uh, I think so?”

“I’ve got it,” Sandal piped up. “Thanks.”

“You guys have fun.” The second guard winked before the two of them walked up the road, heading out on patrol.

The trio of Adventurers stood still for a moment.

“Does anyone else feel like we missed something there?”

“Yup.”

“Uh-huh, but whatever,” Shiva said with a shrug. “Let’s get going.”

They followed the directions they had been given, doubling back a couple of times when they took a wrong turn. As they neared their destination, the more worn-down buildings gave way to fine structures of carved stone, with marble dotted here and there.

“Looks like a fancy part of town,” Sandal commented as they roamed.

Lugor nodded. It seemed a lot more pristine than some of the other parts of town they had passed through. He kept an eye on the signs, noting that all the buildings had strange names. Gilded Lady, Maiden’s Chamber and Shining Pearl were just a few they passed.

“This is it,” Lugor said as they approached their destination. Booming laughter rang from the doorway as a group of men exited. The faint clinking of glasses followed, cutting off abruptly as the door slammed shut.

“Shall we?” Shiva asked, leading the way into the inn. As Lugor walked through the door, he was immediately assaulted by a myriad of noises and smells. The lobby was dark, illuminated only by a variety of scented candles. The cloying, almost overpowering scent of lavender filled the air, snaking its way into his nostrils.

There was a high black desk at the end of the room with an empty stool behind it. Lugor walked over and picked up a silver bell lying on the counter, giving it a shake. It emitted a high-pitched ringing sound and they waited patiently for the inn’s greeter to return.

“Hello, welcome to the Honey Pot!” came a warm female voice. “How may I serve you today?”

Lugor looked up to reply, then stopped, his voice caught in his throat. The woman walking through the curtain was almost entirely naked. His eyebrows nearly shot off his face as she sauntered over to the counter. She was human, with smooth skin and dark curls, and couldn’t have been much older than Lugor.

“We’re look –” he coughed as his voice cracked. Clearing his throat, he continued, “We’re looking for a man.”

The woman looked down at a parchment on the counter and pursed her lips. “We won’t have any men available for at least an hour. Would you like some wine while you wait?”

Lugor’s face grew hot as he realised what she meant, and he waved his hands. “No, what I meant was-”

“We also offer a discount for group bookings. Will you be paying together?”

“Oh, for goodness sake.” Shiva stepped forward with a roll of her eyes. “We’re not here for that. We’re here to meet a man named Stangar.”

The woman’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you’re here to see Stangy?” she cooed. “Let me check that he isn’t… busy.”

She disappeared behind the curtain and the three of them stood awkwardly in the lobby as they waited for her to return.

“Hey guys,” Sandal said, breaking the silence.

They both turned to him.

“I think this might be a brothel.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[3]

Berserk

 

The scantily-clad woman returned after a few minutes and ushered them through the curtain. Lugor’s ears burned as the curtain revealed a dimly lit room filled with cushions and low tables. Men and woman of all different races were lounging with drinks in hand, laughing and obviously in high cheer.

They were led up a set of stairs to a long hallway, with doors set every twelve feet apart. Out of one of them emerged two giggling elven girls, as thinly dressed as the rest of the workers in the Honey Pot. 

“That’s Stangar’s room,” their guide said, pointing to the door the elves had just come from.

Lugor and his friends came to a stop. “Should we give him a minute?” the half-orc asked, not wanting their handler to be naked for their first meeting.

“Nonsense,” the woman replied. “He assured me he’d be ready for you by the time you arrived.”

Thanking her, the three young Adventurers continued to the room. Lugor raised a fist and rapped on the door three times, the metal of his gauntlet clashing against the gnarled wood.

“Enter,” came a gruff voice.

Lugor pushed open the door with some trepidation. Thankfully, the man standing inside the room was completely clothed, save for the boots he was pulling onto his gargantuan feet. Lugor was surprised at the size of their new handler; he was only slightly shorter than the Goliath Rian had had on his team during their time at the Academy. This Stangar, however, was much meatier, with thick slabs of muscle covered with a layer of fat.

“You want something, boy?” Stangar asked, getting to his feet and raising an eyebrow. “If you’re looking for someone to keep your bed warm, you should be talking to Penelope downstairs.”

“My name is Lugor, sir,” the half-orc responded, clasping a fist to his breastplate and giving a respectful bow. He gestured to his companions. “This is Shiva and Sandal. According to our quest briefing, you’re our handler for our first quest.”

The huge man grunted. “I remember.” He looked Lugor up and down with a critical eye. “So you’re the half-orc Maric was raving about, hm?”

There was a small, panicked noise from the doorway. Lugor turned around to see the woman who had guided them upstairs standing there, a hand covering her mouth.

“Don’t look so alarmed, Penny,” Stangar said, his voice turning from gruff to soothing. “You know from personal experience not to judge a man; remember when we first met?”

Lugor watched as Penelope’s expression almost instantly turned from shocked to bashful.

Shiva nudged him in the side. “Is she blushing?” she whispered.

“I’ll be taking these three out of here in a moment,” Stangar continued. “There’s no need to be worried.”

“Okay,” the thinly-dressed woman replied. “If you say so.” With that, she gave a little wave and a giggle to Stangar and disappeared, her light footsteps retreating down the hallway.

The colossal man sighed wistfully. “Ah, Penelope, one day I’ll take you away from all this.”

Sandal coughed, breaking Stangar’s longing expression. “Sir?”

Stangar slapped himself lightly on the face with both hands. “Yes?” he asked, turning to the dwarf.

“Shouldn’t we be going?”

“In a moment.” He pulled a chair from one side of the room and sat on it back to front, his heavy arms causing the wood to creak dangerously. “First, I want to have a little chat. Please take a seat.”

Sandal and Shiva grabbed the remaining two chairs from the other side of the room and placed them opposite their new guide. Stangar looked at Lugor before inclining his head toward the bed.

Lugor eyed the dishevelled bedding and suspicious-looking stains on the mattress. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather stand.”

“Whatever,” the Berserker said with a shrug. He drummed his fingers along the back of the chair with a thoughtful look on his face. “First of all, do you have any questions about what this quest entails?”

The trio of young Adventurers looked at each other before Shiva raised a hand.

Stangar smiled gently. “You don’t need to raise your hand when you want to say something, girlie, you’re not at the Academy anymore.”

The dark elf lowered her arm. “We actually were wondering on the ride over just how this new landmass is... new. Haven’t we discovered most of the known world by now? Places can’t just appear out of nowhere.”

Stangar smiled and rubbed a hand through his curly hair. “Good to know Maric hasn’t stuck me with idiotic novices. Yes, we have discovered most of the world now, but it looks like this landmass has just appeared in the ocean. What does that tell us?”

“That it’s unnatural,” Lugor piped up.

“And?”

“It’s probably magical, and there’s likely a hundred things on it that are going to try to kill us,” the half-orc finished.

Stangar grinned, revealing a set of surprisingly well-kept teeth. “Got it in one. Our job on this expedition is to neutralise any threats to the settlement. Now, technically the man running the expedition is our boss, as he’s the one paying for us to be there. Having said that, use your best judgement at all times. In my experience, regular folk never know how to best make use of our talents.”

“Have you been on a lot of quests?” Sandal asked.

Stangar nodded. “A fair few. I recently hit level twenty, but this is my first time acting as a handler. You’re all level ten, right? Most novices after their first year at the Academy leave around that point.”

Lugor nodded. “We’re all level ten.”

“Good. According to the man leading the expedition, that’s the threat level of the outer areas of the island and the ocean surrounding it. It’s fairly safe to assume that as you get further inland the danger increases. In the outer area I’ll mostly leave you to your own devices, but we’ll be training together further in so I can step in if things get rough.”

“Are we going to be training on the ship while we travel?” Lugor queried.

“Most likely,” Stangar said with a nod. “Not too much, but some sparring to keep us in shape wouldn’t go amiss. We’ll also need to sharpen up the skills of the town guard recruits who are coming. They don’t have classes, so we need to make sure their weapon skills are up to scratch. Any more questions?”

Lugor, Sandal and Shiva all shook their heads.

“Alright then,” Stangar said, getting up from his chair. “The sooner we get underway, the sooner I can get a measure of your general ability. Why don’t we-”

He was suddenly interrupted by loud crashing and shouting coming from downstairs, the sound muffled slightly by the thick wooden floor.

Lugor ran to the door as the others stood, the mood turning serious. A scream travelled up the stairs.

“Never mind,” Stangar said as he joined Lugor at the door, tilting his head to the side until his neck made a satisfying cracking noise. “I get the feeling I’m about to see you in action. Let’s go knock some heads together.”

Lugor made to draw his sword as they jogged down the corridor but Stangar stopped him, placing a hairy-knuckled hand on the hilt.

“Word of advice, try not to use weapons inside the city walls unless absolutely necessary,” Stangar said when Lugor gave him a look of confusion. “City guards look much less favourably on a participant in a brawl if blood is shed.”

The newly formed group descended the stairs and entered the main ‘entertainment’ area to find the place in chaos. Two men, dressed in uniforms and clearly the brothel’s bouncers, lay unconscious on the floor. Standing over them was a man holding a knife, which was currently pressed against the neck of one of the working girls.

Lugor strode forward, flanked on either side by Sandal and Shiva. “What’s going on?” he demanded of the man with the knife.

“This bitch tried lifting my coin pouch,” the man spat.

Lugor's face fell into a frown. "So your solution was to knock out the security and threaten her life?"

The woman swallowed and her throat bobbed, pressing against the knife and opening a small cut. Beads of blood formed on her skin as the man holding the knife glared at the young half-orc.

"This is none of your business, whelp," the man spat. "Run along before I open up your throat."

"Put the knife down," Lugor said, raising his shield. "I won't ask a second time."

Sandal prepared a spell while Shiva summoned dark shadows to her hands. Stangar stepped closer, emerging from the gloom. The man looked to each of them before dropping the knife from the brothel worker's neck. The girl ran out the entrance, dodging the group of Adventurers and the other patrons of the brothel, who had been looking on with interest.

"Not worth the trouble over a few silvers," the man grumbled. He made to leave, but Lugor held out an arm, stopping him in his tracks.

"Where do you think you're going?" Lugor asked. "You just assaulted the brothel guards and one of the workers. You're waiting here for the city guards."

"Let me go before things get messy," the man snarled. "I don't care how many of you there are, I'll take one of you down wi…" He trailed off, staring at Lugor suspiciously. "Wait a minute, I recognise you!"

"Oh, this can't be good," Shiva muttered.

"You're the team who won the Academy's tournament! I was there watching," the man continued. "You're the greyblood!"

At that, the mood in the room turned. A few of the remaining patrons got to their feet and cracked their knuckles, advancing ominously.

Lugor tried to salvage the situation. "I don't know what you're talking abo-" 

He was interrupted as the man suddenly attacked with his dagger, slashing at Lugor’s face and opening a shallow cut along his cheek, sending a spray of grey blood into the air. Though the room was dimly lit, it was hard to miss.

The patrons who had gotten up and advanced towards Lugor's group joined the man with the dagger, surrounding them. Pressed into a corner, the four Adventurers went back-to-back.

"You three ever been in a brothel brawl before?” Stangar asked his new apprentices over his shoulder.

Sandal chuckled nervously. "We've never even been in a brothel before."

"Word of advice, then: Aim for the throat!" With a roar, the Goliath charged into the opponents on his side and bowled several of them over before laying about with his meaty fists, sending men, elves and dwarves flying with each swing.

"Shall we?" Shiva asked, raising an eyebrow at Lugor and giving him a cocky smile.

Lugor grinned. "Let's do it. Shield Throw!" His silverite shield flew from his arm as he threw it into the crowd, its special Bounce property sending it ricocheting into the men facing them. "Let's give 'em hell!"
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Two Angry Men

 

A member of the city guard who had identified himself as Connor stood in front of Lugor and his team, each of them sporting some minor bruising and cuts. They sat sheepishly in front of the guardsman as he listed the damages. 

"Two unconscious brothel guards, five sprained limbs, seven broken, ten total unconscious citizens and one with severe claw cuts." The guard looked pointedly at Mollie, who had jumped out of Shiva's satchel mid-brawl and joined in, not wanting to miss out on any of the fun. The undead cat was ignoring the guard and 'cleaning' the blood from her claws with a non-existent tongue, a habit she had carried over into undeath.

Connor looked back at the Adventurers. "Not to mention the destroyed property. Is there a single object in this room still standing?"

Lugor looked around the room, surveying the destruction they had wrought. Most of the furniture had been destroyed in the chaos, Stangar seeming to take special pleasure in breaking chairs across people's backs.

Shiva pointed to a still-standing table across the room. "We didn't break that one." As she finished speaking, the table in question fell apart, falling on top of a brawl participant lying underneath it. He grunted with pain as the wood collided with his head, knocking him unconscious once more. 

"Maybe we got a bit carried away," Lugor admitted, rubbing the back of his neck guiltily.

"A bit?" Connor hissed. "When we got here you had hold of a man's arms and were using them to repeatedly punch him in the face, telling him to 'stop hitting yourself.’"

Sandal sniggered. "Classic." The dwarf quickly shut up after Connor gave him a dark look.

"I should have known you'd be involved," the guard said, turning back to Stangar. "What have I told you before about starting fights in the city?"

The Berserker grinned. "In my defence, I didn't start this one. That was him over there." Stangar nodded to the man who had threatened the brothel girl.

"Luckily for you, Penelope has backed your story. She's the only reason you and your companions haven't been clapped in irons. However, since you caused most of the damage to the establishment, you are the ones who are going to pay for the repairs."

"Fair enough," Stangar said. "How much?"

"One gold piece."

Stangar sucked in air through his teeth. "That's a bit steep, isn't it?"

"That's also including the fines the four of you accrued. If anything, I'm being lenient because you were attempting to keep the peace, even if said attempt was rather miniscule."

"I can pay it," Lugor said. He rummaged through his void satchel and withdrew some of the money Karl had given him at his mother’s inn all those months ago. He handed the gold to Connor, who took it and placed it in his belt pouch.

"I can't let you pay it all, lad." Stangar made to reach for his own money, but Lugor waved him off.

"Now that's settled, I think it's best you get out of this district," Connor said, turning away and moving toward the other side of the room, where they'd collected the rest of the brawl’s participants. "And stop getting in fights! Next time I hear about you being involved in one, you're going in a cell, instigator or not."

Lugor and his team got to their feet, brushing the dust off their gear. "I take it you get in a lot of fights, then? You must if you're on a first-name basis with the guards."

Stangar chuckled. "One or two. I've done a lot of good in this city too, so they tend to go easy on me."

"What sort of good?" Shiva asked as they entered the lobby.

"Killed a succubus who had taken up residence in this very brothel," Stangar replied. "Guardsmen were going missing. I tracked it here and took it down."

"Getting killed by a demon doesn't sound like a great way to go," Sandal said, shuddering.

"I don't know," Stangar said. "They normally sleep with you and drain your life essence that way. Death by snoo-snoo is definitely in my top five preferred ways to die."

Lugor was about to question what the other four were before they were interrupted by the girl they'd rescued from the man with the knife.

"Thank you for helping me," she said with a small bow. "I don't know why he thought I took his money."

"Because he dropped it," Shiva said. The dark elf withdrew a pouch of coins from her belt and threw it to the girl, who caught it with a look of surprise. "I found it under the table he was sitting at after the fight was over. You may as well keep it for all the trouble he caused you."

"Thank you very much!"

After bidding the girl farewell and waiting for Stangar to finish his goodbyes to Penelope, they took Connor's advice and left the red-light area of town. 

"Anyone for lunch?" Stangar proposed. "Nothing works up an appetite like a good fight. My treat, for paying my fine."

They made their way through the city for forty-five minutes or so, putting some distance between themselves and the Honey Pot. They settled into a quiet inn nestled between two alleys; it was out of the way and Stangar assured them that the food was of high quality.

A dwarven serving girl came over to take their order, stopping short when she realised Stangar was sitting there. "Oh, seven hells, man," she said in the rough voice of someone who had been using smokeweed for most of her life. "I thought we told you that you were banned?"

"Let me guess," Sandal said dryly. "You were involved in a brawl?"

"It was only a little one," Stangar grumbled under his breath. He clasped his hands together and held them out to the waitress. "Please serve us, Selene, we’re going on a long voyage for a quest soon and my poor apprentices are starving. You wouldn't deny them some of Jakob's delicious six-meat pie, would you?"

At that, Lugor, Sandal and Shiva all pouted at the waitress, attempting to look as pitiful as possible.

Selene stared at them for a moment before rolling her eyes. "Fine, four ales and four six-meat pies coming right up. Just make sure you get out as soon as you've paid up."

"What's the six-meat pie got in it?" Shiva asked as she petted Mollie, who had stuck her head out of the satchel she’d hidden in as they travelled through the city.

"Chicken, pork, beef, mutton, goat," Stangar said.

"You only listed five meats."

"You don't want to know what the sixth one is."

Shiva wrinkled her nose. "Maybe I'll just have the ale."'

The waitress returned shortly with a wooden tray, setting down the pewter mugs with a slight clunk. Lugor reached out and took a deep drink of the frothy liquid. He wiped his mouth before asking, "What time do we need to meet up with the man who hired us?"

Stangar swirled a finger through the foam at the top of his mug and licked it clean. "We were meant to be there over an hour ago, but of course we ended up getting a little distracted at the brothel."

The three novices looked at the Berserker with alarm. "Shouldn't we be going already, then?" Sandal asked.

"Relax," Stangar said, taking a drink. "I went out there early this morning. It looked like they won't be ready to go for another few hours, and I don't want to get there just to move crates onto a ship all day. Now, relax and enjoy the food!"

Selene placed a plate in front of each of them. Roasted and boiled vegetables surrounded a giant meat pie nestled in the centre of each dish.

"Besides," Stangar continued, pausing as a belch erupted from his throat. "We need to discuss your Awakening."

Lugor glanced around the room, making sure nobody was around to hear their conversation. He didn't want a repeat of the earlier brawl. "How much do you know about that?" he asked, lowering his voice.

"I know enough." Stangar reached into his pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. "Maric included all the information I needed in this letter. He wants me to help you suppress the rage that comes from being half-orc."

Shiva nudged Lugor in the side with her elbow. "See? I told you."

"Having said that," Stangar said, folding the paper back up and tucking it into his pocket, "I don't think that's what we're going to do."

"Huh?" Lugor frowned. "I kind of feel like that's pretty important."

"I'll explain. Start eating, your pie is getting cold."

Lugor started shovelling food into his mouth as he listened to the Berserker talk.

"Do you believe that your orc rage has to own you when it arises? In my experience, there are three ways you can deal with rage and anger," Stangar said, raising his fingers as he counted them off. "One, you can let it consume you and dictate your actions, as shown by that lowlife wretch at the brothel. Two, you can suppress it. Unfortunately, holding onto your anger is a great way to eventually snap, and likely trigger the Awakening even further. So we're going with option three: Control."

"I don't understand," Lugor said, swallowing a mouthful of vegetables. "How is control any different to suppressing it?"

"Controlling it means you'll be using your rage; it won't be using you. If there's nothing to use the anger on, then you take a deep breath and push the rage away, controlling it to stop it taking over. It's the same principle Berserkers use to fuel most of their abilities. That's why we'll be spending a lot of this journey teaching you Berserker methods of channelling rage. It should help keep a lid on your Awakening."

"If you think it will help, then I'll give it a go. Though I'd like to improve my Champion abilities as much as possible next."

Stangar nodded. "That's fine. We just need this to take priority for now."

They ate the rest of their meals in silence, Shiva poking and inspecting each part of the food in an attempt to discern what the mysterious sixth meat was. Having eaten spider legs during their race through the forest to reach Lugor's village, the half-orc and Sandal consumed their lunches with gusto, unconcerned with what was in the pie.

"Right," Stangar said, wiping his mouth clean of gravy with a hairy arm. "Let's pay up and get out of here, it's time to go meet our new boss."
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Preparations

 

 It was mid-afternoon by the time the Adventurers left the inn, and Lugor felt slightly relieved to be out of there. Although Selene had caved into serving them food and drink, she rarely took her eyes off Stangar, probably concerned that he was somehow going to start another brawl, despite the place being pretty much empty.

The port district was a hub of activity and bodies when they returned. While it had been busy enough in the morning, in the hours that had followed more ships had docked, carrying a variety of trade goods. Strange animals Lugor had never seen before were being carted from one ship in tall cages, while from another, barrels filled with spices were rolled down the gangplank and loaded onto wagons.

Lugor, Sandal and Shiva gave up trying to walk abreast of each other, having grown tired of apologising to every person they bumped into. They fell in behind Stangar, the man's massive size carving a path through the crowds and allowing them to reach their destination with no further trouble.

The Berserker came to a halt and pointed to a row of three ships anchored at the end of the dock. "There's our ride."

Lugor gazed in wonder at the ships floating in the water. Their hulls were made of dark wood, a stark contrast to the other ships in the harbour, which were lighter in their colouring. The sails seemed almost to glitter in the afternoon sun, despite being rolled up so as not to be caught by the wind.

"We're going on one of those?" Sandal asked, mouth agape.

"Mmm," Stangar hummed, scanning the crowds.

Lugor followed the Goliath's line of sight and settled on an older human man with grey hair and a bald crown. He was sitting at a makeshift desk next to the ships, ticking off a list as crates were loaded onto each ship. Next to him was a female elf, who was handing him various bits of paperwork.

"That's our guy," Stangar said. "Come on."

The three Adventurers followed Stangar to the man and the elf, coming to a halt in front of the table. The man looked up with disinterest as the Berserker's large form cast a shadow over the papers. "Can I help you?" he asked.

"Good afternoon, sir." Stangar clasped his right hand over his chest and gave a small bow, his normally rough voice turning polite and formal. "My name is Stangar, I'll be leading the team assigned to your expedition by Virtue's Promise. I-"

"You're late," the man said with a frown. "Rather ill-fitting a member of a guild held in such high esteem."

"Apologies, sir," Stangar said, still bowing. "There was an incident in the town that we assisted the city guard with; it delayed us somewhat."

Lugor had to stifle a smile.

"They're here now, Lord Peters," the elf interjected. "I'm sure they had good reason."

The man, Lord Peters, simply grunted and looked behind Stangar to inspect his charges. "Are these the winning three from the Academy?"

"Yes, sir," Stangar replied. "This is Sandal, an Elementalist, Shiva, a Necromancer, and Lugor, our new Champion." He gestured to each of them in turn.

The lord's nostrils flared as he looked at Lugor. "So, you're the greyblood Champion I've been hearing so much about."

Lugor swallowed the lump in his throat at the man's change in tone and stepped forward, giving a slight bow of his own. "That's me, milord. Lugor Greyblood, at your service."

Lord Peters grunted again in response. "You're polite, at least; well-groomed, too. I'm almost disappointed, I was expecting someone more..."

"Monstrous?" Lugor asked, raising his head and looking the man in the eye.

The nobleman held his gaze and inclined his head slightly. "Just so."

Stangar coughed to get the man's attention. "We're ready to begin work, sir; what would you have us do?"

Peters looked down at his list. "Most of the cargo has already been loaded, now we're simply waiting for the workers and guards to arrive so we can depart. Having said that, there's one last thing that needs collecting from the Enchanter’s Guild's headquarters. Priya, if you would."

The elf stepped forward with a piece of paper and handed it to Stangar. "This is a requisition note for a warp gate. Hand it to the Head Enchanter and he will give you the commissioned items."

Lugor's eyebrows nearly left his face. Warp gates were extremely expensive, capable of transporting people and items across vast distances. If Peters could afford to set one up on the new land mass, he was either very wealthy or he was gambling everything he had on this expedition.

If Stangar was surprised, he didn't show it. "Understood," he said, taking the requisition note and securing it in his belt pouch. "We'll return as soon as possible."

"Make sure you do," Peters said, returning to his list. "And don't damage any of the parts, or your guild will be paying for a new one, as well as for any losses I incur during the delay caused by crafting the replacement."

"Understood. We'll return shortly."

The four Adventurers left the dock and started heading to the Enchanter's Guild.

"How the hell has he managed to afford a warp gate?" Sandal asked once they were far enough away, echoing Lugor's earlier thoughts. "I've never even heard of any existing outside the capital cities."

"I don't know," Stangar admitted, stepping to the side of the road to let a wagon through. "Lord Peters is only a minor noble, so either he's taken out a loan with everything he owns as collateral, or someone else is funding him."

"Why would anyone gamble that much on an unknown landmass?" Shiva asked. "There's no guarantee they'll get any kind of return on that large an investment."

"Could be they know something we don't," Sandal chimed in. 

"Probably," Stangar said, checking the signs for the path to the Enchanter's Guild. "But it's above our pay grade and not something we need to care about. For now, at least."

They tracked down the guild and presented the requisition note to the Head Enchanter, a wizened old man who radiated immense power.

"Who is he?" Lugor asked after the man disappeared. "I felt a headache coming on just standing near him."

"That was Alexion. One of the most powerful Mages in the world. Class level eighty-three, or so the rumours go."

Shiva whistled in amazement. "Holy crap."

From their studies at the Academy, Lugor knew that was an amazing feat. To get to level eighty alone was a rare achievement. Once you made it to level fifty you had to take on harder and more deadly creatures and dungeons to gain even the slightest amount of experience points. Even after the Grey War against the orcs, the Champion Maric's level was only around seventy. Most Adventurers retired at level fifty, not willing to take on the dangers required to advance their strength further.

Alexion returned a few minutes later. "The wagons await you outside the Guild Hall. Some of my men will help you transfer the goods to the dock."

Stangar gave a small bow and the others followed suit. "Thank you, sir."

Alexion turned his attention to Sandal. "Forgive me, master dwarf. You follow the Enchantment profession, do you not? I can sense it."

Sandal stood up straight. "Yes, sir."

"He was top of the class at the Academy," Lugor added.

"Truly?" the old man asked, raising an eyebrow. "Perhaps when you're done with your mission, you might return here and join us. It's rare for a dwarf to have the connection with magic that I feel from you."

"Thank you, sir," Sandal said, blushing slightly. "I'd be honoured to work with you."

Alexion nodded before frowning at Shiva and departing.

The dark elf raised an arm and sniffed her armpit dramatically. "Do I smell or something?"

"Don't take it personally," Stangar said, leading them to the exit. "A lot of Mages look down on Necromancy, Warlocks and witchcraft practitioners."

"How could he tell I'm a Necromancer?"

"Not sure. But you don't become that strong and powerful without picking up a few tricks." 

Waiting outside the entrance were several other Mages, along with three wagons stacked with crates of various sizes.

"That's a lot of boxes," Lugor commented. "Just how big are these warp gates, anyway?"

"This one is apparently large enough to bring a cart through, at least. I'm assuming that once we get it set up on the island, we'll be using it to resupply the colony," Stangar replied.

"You'd think three ships would be enough," Shiva said, hopping into the passenger seat of one of the wagons and sitting next to a gnome draped in robes.

"It'll be enough for a while, but it'll be a lot easier to resupply with a warp gate rather than sending a ship each time. I imagine long term it might even end up being cheaper."

Shiva snorted with laughter. "Sure, after a couple thousand trips, maybe."

With a snap of the reins, the Enchanters driving the carts kicked the horses into action, sending them clip-clopping down the paved road. Two Mages flanked either side of the cargo as well, which Lugor assumed was just in case any cocky thieves tried stealing it. After all, many people would give a limb to have a warp gate in their possession. Nevertheless, they delivered it without incident to the docks and got it loaded onto the ship.

Peters descended from one of the ships to greet them. "All the members of the expedition have arrived." He gestured to the ship, its sails unfurled and glittering in the sun.

I wonder what they're made of, Lugor wondered. I'll have to ask the captain. 

Ever since he’d gotten more into crafting at the Academy, he’d been looking forward to witnessing any unique uses of reagents in the rest of the world.

"Let's embark, shall we?" Peters said, turning and making his way back up the plank. "Time to begin the trip of a lifetime."

As the members of Virtue's Promise followed their employer onto the ship, Lugor turned and took one last look at the city. He knew it was the last he'd see of civilisation for a long time. 

When he looked back toward the ocean, the sight took his breath away. The setting sun illuminated the sea with an orange hue, the clear water sparkling as the rays struck it. Sandal and Shiva were similarly awestruck.

"First time seeing the ocean?" Stangar asked, taking a place next to them and leaning on the railing. "I'm more of a solid earth kind of guy myself, but it does hold a beautiful tranquillity, doesn't it?"

Lugor, Shiva and Sandal simultaneously raised an eyebrow at the Berserker and gave him a pointed look. The giant, grizzled, hairy Goliath coughed when he noticed them staring.

"What?" Stangar protested. "I can be poetic too," he grumbled.
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Open Ocean

 

 The deck of the ship was awash with activity as the crew prepared to set sail. Lugor and company stood by the wheel alongside Lord Peters and his elven steward, who was deep in conversation with the ship's captain.

"How long ‘til we're ready to set off, Captain?"

The ship's captain was a dark-skinned man with a golden earring and light-coloured clothing. He spoke with the same lilting accent as Matthias. "We should be gone within the hour," he replied. "Once the pilots of the other two ships give the word, we can depart."

Lugor glanced over to the other two ships, which were gently bobbing in the water. They were similarly busy, crew members pulling ropes and shouting across the decks to each other. Being on the ship was starting to make him feel a little sick. He mentioned as much to Stangar, who told him to just bear it out until he found his sea legs.

A piercing whistle echoed from one of the other ships and the captain dismissed the elf. Lugor held onto the railing as they set sail, all three ships leaving the dock in unison. They started off slow, but before long they’d reached open water. Lord Peters and the elf disappeared into a cabin, leaving the Adventurers on deck with the captain.

Lugor watched the man with interest as he occasionally adjusted the wheel, looking completely at ease. The captain noticed him staring and beckoned him over.

"Fancy a try, greyblood?" he asked.

Lugor flinched slightly. "What makes you think I'm half-orc?"

"Lord Peters told me. Well, he told everyone, actually. You can't have any secrets if you want a group to work well together." The captain held out a calloused hand. "I'm Jonas."

Lugor clasped the offered hand hard. "Lugor." Jonas stepped aside and Lugor took hold of the wheel, holding it steady. "You don't mind having a half-orc on your ship?"

The captain let out a bark of laughter. "To be honest, with the amount Peters is paying me, you could be a troll for all I care."

Lugor was allowed to keep the wheel for another hour, making minor adjustments at Jonas's command, until a voice came through the comm-orb set in the middle of the wheel. 

"Captain Jonas? We've got a problem."

Jonas stepped up to the wheel. "What is it?"

"We've got a group of ships making a beeline straight for us off our port bow."

Lugor watched as Jonas pulled a spyglass from his belt and looked towards the front left of the ship next to them. In the distance, the half-orc could see ships with black flags heading straight for them.

"Bloody pirates," Jonas grumbled. The captain returned to the comm-orb. "Fire a warning shot with the Ogre, Davith. If they still want to try their luck after that, we'll trigger the wind-weave."

"Understood, Captain," came the reply, and the comm-orb went dark.

"You have an ogre on the other ship?" Sandal asked with confusion, having listened in on the conversation.

"Not quite," Jonas laughed. "It's the name of the main cannon on each ship. You may want to cover your ears."

Lugor placed his hands over his head, watching the port-side ship. There was a brief moment of silence as they waited, when suddenly an earth-shattering boom exploded from the other ship, sending a cannonball soaring through the air. The projectile broke apart in mid-air and splashed into the water in front of the approaching pirates. 

Jonas smiled. "Three... two... one... and!"

Another explosion rang out from just in front of the pirate ships, sending a spray of water fifty feet into the sky. The pirate ships immediately made a hard turn and headed in the opposite direction.

"What the hell was that?" Stangar asked. "Because I want one."

"One of the most powerful cannons ever designed, " Jonas said. "One direct hit can tear a ship apart, and we have one on each ship."

"Are pirates really that much of a threat?" Shiva asked.

"Oh, they aren't really designed for ship-to-ship combat," Jonas said. "It's more for the monsters beneath the waves; even a colossal squid would think twice after being hit by one of those."

Sandal laughed nervously. "Colossal squid aren't real, though, right?"

Jonas stared at him, deadpan.

"Okay then," the dwarf mumbled. "Let's just add the ocean to the list of my phobias."

"Speaking of the ocean, you should probably remove your armour. If you go overboard, it will be easier to stay buoyant without it," the captain said. "The ship can get a bit rocky, especially once we activate the wind-weave."

Lugor glanced up at the sails, seeing the criss-cross of sparkling lines across the fabric. "What is the wind-weave?"

"A particularly clever invention by a gnome I used to sail with," Jonas said. "The sails are made from the webbing of a spider queen mixed with diamond thread, which makes for an incredibly strong material. The diamond thread is enchanted with an air-absorbing effect on one side, which allows us to travel at high speeds even on a still day."

Lugor and Sandal looked at each other. The two of them had spent a lot of time thinking of new ways to craft or enchant items, but using their professions for the creation of buildings and ships hadn't even occurred to them.

"Are we going to be using it today?" Lugor asked.

"Hm." Jonas chewed the inside of his cheek in thought. "The winds have been unkind today... You might want to hold on to something."

The dark-skinned sailor contacted the other ships and spread the word, warning all crew members and passengers to brace themselves, so Lugor crouched in front of the railing and wrapped an arm around it. Shiva and Sandal followed suit, but Stangar remained where he was, insisting that a little speed wouldn't knock him over.

"Suit yourself," Jonas said with a small smile, attaching a rope to the post holding the sail and looping it behind his back. He leaned into the makeshift harness, then raised a clenched fist, pointing a ring on his finger straight toward the sail. "Command word: Ventus!"

Similar shouts drifted across the water from the other two ships and beams of light shot from each ring, connecting with their respective sails and causing the diamond threading to glow a hot white.

There was a brief pause before the enchantment fully activated, then the ship suddenly lurched forward, sails bulging as the magic took effect. Lugor laughed as Stangar stumbled with the sudden force and fell over, rolling backwards before coming to a stop against the wooden railing.

"That's not funny," he grumbled. The Berserker rolled over to right himself and leaned his back against the railing. 

Lugor looked to his right to see the ocean almost cut in two by the ships. The speed they were going wasn't helping with his seasickness, and it was all he could do not to throw up.

"This is insane!" Shiva shouted as the ship broke through the waves, sending salt water up and over them in a fine mist.

"Captain Jonas!" came an irate voice from the stairs. Lord Peters came into view as he ascended the stairs to the wheel of the ship, holding the bannister tightly so he wouldn’t fall over. "Next time you decide to go into high speed, perhaps you could warn me. Several of my papers have been ruined by an overturned cup, thanks to you."

"Apologies, sir. My men must have forgotten you were in the cabin," Jonas replied.

"Hmph." Peters descended the stairs, returning to his cabin.

"How did you end up getting hired by Peters, anyway?" Lugor asked.

"He wanted the best," Jonas called over his shoulder with a hint of pride. "My ships and I are the best around. It's only natural that he would hire me."

Stangar snorted. "Not very modest, are you?"

"And why should I be modest?" Jonas retorted. "Just because I say I am the best does not make it untrue."

"One of his cannons scared off a bunch of pirates with a single shot," Shiva chimed in. "I'd say he's pretty good."

"So easily impressed," Stangar said with a sigh. 

Sandal drummed his fingers against the ship’s hull. "Say, Jonas. What exactly do you do on a ship to pass the time?"

"Not much, I'm afraid," the sailor replied, flashing a brilliant white smile. "Your options are to either help man the ship, play dice or watch the ocean pass by."

Lugor could tell that none of those options particularly appealed to Sandal. "And how long is our voyage meant to take?" the dwarf asked.

"Anywhere from three weeks to a month, depending on how often we use the wind-weave. We can't use it all the time; as strong as the sails are, they will need some reprieve from the pressure to stop them from snapping."

Sandal let out a small groan. "It's going to be a long three weeks, isn't it?"

"Don't look so down, young dwarf." Stangar got to his feet and steadied himself on the rocking deck. "You forgot about the other option."

"What's that?"

Stangar fixed Sandal with a savage grin. "Training. Starting tomorrow, I'm going to put the three of you through your paces. Just because we're on a boat doesn't mean-"

"Ship," Jonas interrupted.

"Eh?" The Goliath turned to the captain.

"This is a ship, not a boat. A skiff is a boat. But this beauty, ah, she is a ship." The captain rubbed a loving hand over the wheel.

Stangar rolled his eyes. "Just because we're on a ship," he said, giving Jonas a pointed look, "doesn't mean you get to treat this like a break. Starting tomorrow morning I want to see the full extent of your abilities!"

Lugor looked at his teammates, who returned his gaze with trepidation. "I don't know about you guys," he said. "But I get the feeling it's not going to be as fun as playing dice."
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Training

 

"Up and at 'em, kid!"

Lugor groaned from the floor, holding his head. "Was that really necessary?"

Stangar looked down at him, arms crossed and a big grin on his face. "Not at all, but it was more fun for me."

Similar groans came from the two other figures on the floor, Shiva and Sandal having also been displaced from their hammocks by the giant Berserker.

Lugor sat up and blinked the sleep out of his eyes, slowly re-entering the land of the living. In the gloom of the ship's sleeping area, he could just about make out the hammocks filled with the other members of the expedition, slowly swinging as the waves rocked the boat.

"What time is it?" he asked, getting to his feet and stretching his jaw in a huge yawn.

"Nearly dawn," Stangar replied. "I want to get some training in before the deck gets too crowded."

"Let's get this over with," Shiva grumbled as the three of them finished pulling on their armour. "The sooner we're done training, the sooner I can go back to bed. Or hammock, I guess."

"Didn't sleep well?" Lugor asked as they shuffled towards the ladder leading up to the deck of the ship.

"No," she replied. "Sleeping on that hammock is hell. Even the treant was more comfortable than those damn things."

They got to the ladder and Lugor stopped, gesturing for Shiva to go ahead. "Ladies first."

Shiva crossed her arms and glared at him.

"What?"

"Yeah, nice try, Lugor. You go first."

"Shame on you," Stangar tutted, a small grin on his face. "Making a lady go first so you can stare at her behind." He stepped forward and ascended to the deck.

Sandal laughed and shot past Lugor, scrambling up without a word.

Lugor's ears burned at their teasing. He considered protesting his innocence, but decided that no matter what he said Shiva would find a way to turn his words against him. He ignored her laughter as he climbed, shivering slightly as he emerged onto the deck. Despite the generally warm climate off the Merchant's Coast, the early hour meant the sun had yet to show itself, and the occasional cold ocean spray misted across the ship.

The half-orc started his regular warm-up routine, jumping from side to side to get his blood flowing, then lowering himself into a stretch to loosen up his legs. As he switched sides, he looked up to see Stangar staring at him, a bemused look on his face.

"What are you doing?" the Goliath asked.

"Limbering up," Lugor replied, entering some fast squats. "You should probably do it too."

"Yeah, I don't think so. I'm always ready for a fight."

"Whatever you say, just don't complain to me if you pull a muscle."

Stangar grunted dismissively and unwrapped a bundle of cloth he'd been carrying. He rolled it out onto the deck to reveal a set of rune stones.

"What are those?" Sandal asked, picking one up between his thumb and forefinger and examining it. 

"These are barrier stones," Stangar said. "Only minor ones, mind you. They're so we don't cut each other's heads off when we train. Be careful, though, you can still leave a hell of a bruise."

"How do they work?"

Stangar picked up one of the stones and withdrew one of his hand axes, pressing the stone against the metal. After a second, the rune glowed and an almost imperceptible shimmer a few millimetres thick surrounded the blade. He handed it to Sandal. "Run your fingers along the edge."

The dwarf took the weapon and hesitantly pressed it against his skin. The axe left a pressure line, but no blood was drawn.

"That's pretty cool," Shiva said as Sandal returned the axe to its owner. She picked up a stone and applied it to her scythe before giving it a few experimental swings. "Means we can use our own equipment when we train, and it doesn't feel like it adds any weight, either."

During their time at the Academy they'd always trained with practice weapons when they sparred against each other. The only problem with that was that usually the items they were given didn't quite match the weight and feel of their actual combat equipment.

"Why aren't these used at the Academy?" Lugor asked as he watched the barrier form around his own sword. "Seems like the kind of thing they should have."

"They're a recent creation," Stangar explained, rolling his neck. "I imagine they'll be using them next year. Now that your weapons are sorted, let's- Wait a second. Where is your weapon?"

Sandal started when he realised Stangar was talking to him. "I don't use one. I just cast spells."

"Everyone needs a weapon," came the reply. 

"I'm just not very good with them. I tried using a sword once but the skill to use them is beyond me," Sandal explained.

"Wait here a moment." Stangar descended back to their sleeping quarters and returned shortly, handing Sandal an iron mace. "Try that."

Sandal stared at the weapon Stangar was offering. "That's a club."

"It's a mace." Stangar swung it back and forth. "I've found it doesn't take a particularly large amount of skill to crush someone's skull with a good mace."

"Can't I just stick with spellcasting?" Sandal whined.

"Oh sure," Stangar said sarcastically. "And when you run out of mana and can't use any more spells to defend yourself, you can ask the nice vampire not to suck your blood dry until you've had a nice rest."

Sandal took the mace and frowned. "You could have just said no."

Lugor and Sandal each took a step back towards the railing, giving Stangar and Shiva a bit of room. Their handler wanted to see how proficient she and Lugor were in a straight melee fight, though Sandal was allowed to escape the punishment by way of having zero experience with weapons. The half-orc watched Shiva's fighting with interest. Although she didn't have the Battle Rhythm skill like he did, her natural agility and training meant she was still damn good at dodging.

That didn't seem to help her against the Berserker, however. Stangar's fighting style was very aggressive, and the level difference between them meant he had a lot more experience fighting than she did. As far as Lugor could tell, the Berserker hadn't even used any skills yet, whereas Shiva had resorted to throwing bone spears at her opponent to force some distance. She at least had the sense to summon them with blunt ends so she didn't accidentally send one through his chest.

After a minute of sparring, Stangar stepped inside her guard and dropped one of his axes, swinging his arm into her legs and flipping her over. Lugor inhaled sharply as she hit the deck with a hard thud.

"Not bad," Stangar said, helping Shiva to her feet. "You're fairly decent with the scythe, and you use a good mix of melee and spellcraft to keep your opponent guessing. We can work on your weapon skill over the remainder of the voyage, but overall you're pretty damn good."

"Thank you," Shiva said, bowing her head.

Lugor could tell the dark elf was feeling a little uncomfortable. She'd never been great at taking praise. 

"Lugor, you're up." Stangar twirled his axes. "Time to find out if Maric's praise was all talk."

The half-orc stepped into the makeshift arena, hefting his shield onto his arm. As he settled into a combat stance, he felt his blood pumping through his body in anticipation of a fight. He didn't know if it was his orcish heritage that made his heart thrum in battle, but there was something about fighting that just felt right to him. He always struggled to deal with people who scorned him for his ancestry, but a fight was simple. Two men enter, one man leaves.

Stangar's eyes narrowed. "Begin!" 

The Berserker lunged forward, swinging his axe at Lugor's chest. The half-orc parried it with his sword before pushing off his front foot and making a small jump back to dodge the follow-up attack from Stangar’s other hand. Lugor was used to fighting dual-weapon styles from training with Matthias, although his old teacher had a more refined fighting style than his current handler. 

As soon as he was out of reach, he shouted, "Battle Rhythm!" activating his Duellist ability and giving him an edge on avoiding Stangar's rapid attacks.

 

Skill: Battle Rhythm
Requirement: OVERRIDDEN
Effect: Amplify dodging ability by a large amount. This effect ends when struck, and cannot be used again for thirty seconds.

 

Stangar growled as Lugor activated his skill. "I bloody hate Duellists! Rage!" 

Lugor recoiled as a wave of energy emanated from the Berserker, washing over him. That must be his class ability at work!

With a roar, Stangar launched himself across the deck at Lugor, swinging recklessly. Lugor adapted quickly, dancing just out of reach of his opponent. Stangar followed, his attacks growing faster and faster as time went on.

Need to throw him off somehow. Lugor glanced behind the Berserker and saw the mast only a few feet away. He drew back his arm and activated his favourite ability with a shout. "Shield Throw!"

 

Skill: Bouncing Shield
Requirement: Shield Throw, Shield with Bounce property
Effect: Launches your shield towards a target, dealing damage and has a chance to interrupt casting, ricochets around the area after striking.
Range: 30 feet, increases with strength

 

His shield flew off his arm and Stangar ducked beneath it with a laugh. "Nice try, but I'm too quick for that!"

Lugor ignored him. While the Berserker was distracted by his throw, he launched a front kick, sending his opponent back a few paces. As Stangar stumbled, the shield ricocheted off the mast thanks to its Bounce property and collided with the back of Stangar's head. Reeling from the blow, Stangar didn't see him use his Recall enchantment, the shield reappearing on Lugor's arm.

Charging forward, Lugor activated his second-favourite ability. "Shield Bash!"

 

Shield Bash (Shield Skill)
Requirement: Level 1 in Shield Proficiency
Effect: Deal damage to an enemy and stun them for 1 second.

 

The force of the blow threw Stangar back into the mast, his head hitting the wood with a crunching noise. He fell to the deck, groaning.

"Holy crap," Shiva said from the railing. "Did Lugor just win?"

Stangar shot to his feet with a roar, looking ten times more pissed off than before.

"Nevermind."

Lugor tried dodging again, but Stangar dropped both axes and grabbed him by his feet. Still roaring, he heaved, sending Lugor crashing to the ground. Before he knew it, the Berserker was spinning, still holding onto Lugor's legs. He tried hitting Stangar’s hands with his sword to make him stop when the other man suddenly let go, sending Lugor flying over the edge of the ship.

Splash.

Lugor gasped as he surfaced, desperately trying to tread water as his armour weighed him down. A bell rang out and shouts of "Man overboard!" echoed across the ship. A figure dived off the railing and sped towards him.

"You okay?" Sandal asked, the water swirling around his feet.

"P-p-peachy," Lugor responded, teeth chattering. "Can you get us out of here?"

"Sure." Sandal wrapped an arm under Lugor's shoulders and concentrated. Using his Elementalist abilities, he manipulated the water to propel them towards the ship. Once they came close, a jet of water erupted beneath their feet, pushing them through the air to land on the deck in a crumpled heap. A small crowd of crewmembers had gathered, and they passed the two of them a couple of rough blankets to wrap around themselves.

Stangar crouched down next to Lugor, sheepishly rubbing the back of his neck. "My bad. I went a bit overboard there."

"Actually, Lugor was the one who went overboard," Shiva said with a grin. She shut up after Lugor shot her a dark look.

"If every training session ends with me in the ocean, you can count me out," Lugor said, undoing the straps of his armour and letting it fall to the deck. He needed to get into some dry clothes as soon as possible.

"Sorry again," Stangar apologised. "I thought you'd be heavier, and the Rage took hold a little bit."

"You don't say."

The crowd dispersed and Lugor got to his feet, offering a hand to the Berserker. Stangar shook it, gasping slightly in pain.

"Are you okay?" Lugor asked with a tilt of his head.

Stangar rolled his arm, rubbing his shoulder. "Promise not to laugh."

"Sure."

"I pulled a muscle."

Lugor couldn't help himself. He laughed.

"I can heal that for you if you want," Sandal offered.

"Don't worry about it, lad. A little pain never killed anyone." Stangar picked up his weapons and removed the barrier, gesturing for the others to do the same. Afterward, he re-collected the stones and wrapped them back up in their cloth bundle. "Maric was right about you though, kid." He looked at Lugor. "You've got some real talent. With enough training, I think you could be one of the best."

Lugor's ears burned with embarrassment. "I'm not that good."

"Not yet," Stangar said. "Most people your level wouldn't have been able to land a hit on me, but you gave me a real run for my money. You're quick, you fight smart. I imagine you'll grow rapidly once we hit land. All three of you will. You work well together, and you look after each other. I noticed it in the brothel at first, but Sandal didn't hesitate to go in after you as soon as you went over the edge."

"I thought dwarves couldn't swim?" Shiva said.

Sandal rolled his eyes. "That's just a rumour. We have denser bones than the other races so it's harder for us, but that doesn't mean we can't."

Shiva smiled. "And I imagine having control over the water helps."

"That doesn't hurt either."

"At any rate," Stangar interrupted, "I think we're done for the morning. You two need to get into some dry clothes, and I need some ale."

"Ale?" Shiva asked with a raised eyebrow. "The sun has only just risen."

Rays of light were beginning to creep over the horizon, spreading warmth across the deck of the ship.

"Exactly," Stangar replied. "You know what they say. Sun's out, booze out!"

"I don't think anyone says that."

"I do!" And with that, the Berserker dismissed them and retreated to his sleeping spot to grab some ale.

The three of them watched him go in disbelief.

"So, anyone have any idea how we're going to pass the time after training every day?" Shiva asked as they followed moments later.

"We could play some more I Spy," Sandal suggested.

He yelped as Shiva punched him on the arm.
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Team Bonding

 

"I spy… something beginning with O." 

"Ocean."

"Yup."

Lugor had never been so bored. It'd been a couple of weeks since they had left the port, and as it turned out, there wasn't a lot to do on a voyage. He spent some time training with the others every day, and once a day he helped train the other members of the expedition. The men hired on as town guards were decent enough with spears and shields but lacked the flexibility and creativity that most Adventurers had - plus, a few of them were taking offence at being given lessons by a half-orc. He thought back to the trouble he'd had earlier.

"You need to keep your shield up," he said to the young man he'd flipped onto the deck, offering a hand to help him up. "Don't give your enemy an opening, unless you're baiting them for a counter."

The young man, Jax, knocked his hand away. "Don't touch me, greyblood," he glowered.

Lugor withdrew his hand and took a step backwards, ignoring the hostile tone. "Do you want to try again?"

Jax got to his feet and looked at Lugor with narrowed eyes. "I could beat you if I didn't have such crappy equipment."

The half-orc doubted that, but Jax's equipment definitely wasn't great. It appeared the ‘no expense spared’ approach Lord Peters had toward the expedition didn't extend to the equipment of the guards, for some reason.

"Your equipment isn't the issue; the issue is that you're letting your guard drop."

"If I had your gear I'd win easily."

Lugor thought for a moment before shrugging off his shield and handing it to Jax, along with his sword. "Prove it."

Jax looked at Lugor like it was a trick, hesitantly taking the proffered items. He weighed them in his arms, marvelling at how light they felt.

Lugor picked up the dropped spear and spun it so the tip was behind him, pointing the blunt end forward. "Ready?"

Jax swung the sword clumsily, and Lugor easily parried. Noticing the wide sway Jax made with the shield, he thrust forward with the butt of the spear and pushed the shield to the right, opening Jax's chest up for three quick jabs. As he recoiled, winded, Lugor swung the spear sideways, striking the human across the jaw and sending him back to the deck.

"You didn't keep your shield up," Lugor said dryly, leaning against the spear. 

Jax got to his feet and threw the sword and shield down in a temper, stomping off to the other end of the ship. Peals of laughter from the other men followed him as he stormed off. 

"Don't pay him any mind."

Lugor turned to see one of the men walking over to him.

"Jax has been asking for a putting down ever since he joined up."

"Who are-"

"Darren," the man said, holding out a hand.

"Lugor," he responded, shaking it.

"I know," Darren said with a laugh. "I heard all about you when we were in the city waiting for the expedition to begin. After the Academy's tournament, word spread pretty fast about the half-orc Champion who won it."

Lugor looked over to Sandal and Shiva, who were training with their own groups of guards. Sandal was awkwardly swinging his mace, still getting used to using a weapon for the first time. Shiva had decided to subject her block of men to the same dancing lessons they'd received from Matthias's friend Xani at the Academy. The men had been highly opposed to the notion until they watched her dodge attacks from four men at once. They were a bit more open to the idea after that.

"I had help," Lugor said. "It's not like I did it alone."

"True," Darren responded, following his gaze. "But think about it, a half-orc Champion defeating a whole class of Academy students singlehandedly makes for a much better story."

"I'm sure a lot of people don't like that story."

Darren shrugged. "Who cares?" He nodded towards the men sparring across the deck. "I think the others need a source of hope they can draw from. They don't show it, but they're pretty nervous about what we might face on the island. Having a Champion with us has really set their minds at ease."

Lugor raised an eyebrow. "And what do you think?"

"I don't think you're as incredible as the stories going around would have me believe, but I came up for a smoke on my pipe this morning and caught your fight with the big fella. From what I saw, you're pretty damned impressive."

"You should see us fight together," Lugor nodded toward his teammates. "A lot of my abilities work best when I have people by my side."

"Then it's a good thing you've got the rest of us backing you up as well." With a nod, Darren re-joined the group and resumed training.

"Lugor, time for dinner."

The half-orc was interrupted in his thoughts as Stangar nudged him in the side with his boot. Sitting up, he looked behind him to see the crew and expedition members lining up for their share as food was dished out from barrels.

Normally the idea of food excited Lugor, but the provisions packed away for a long voyage weren’t exactly quality fare. It was mostly pickled fish and cured meats, with some pickled vegetables and hard biscuits.

"I should probably eat something," he said, stomach grumbling despite the unappetising meal ahead of him. He joined the queue, collecting a pewter bowl and a mug for the water barrel. Looking over his shoulder, he saw Jax still sulking at the front of the ship, so he grabbed another bowl and mug for the brooding human and had them both filled. Ignoring the curious look Shiva shot him, he walked over to Jax and sat down, placing one of the mugs and a bowl in front of him.

"Thought you might be hungry," he explained as Jax gave him a confused look.

Jax grunted in response and picked up the food, wolfing it down. He took a long drink of water to wash down the salty meal. "Sorry for calling you greyblood earlier. I shouldn't have."

Lugor looked up from his bowl in surprise before laughing.

"What's so funny?" Jax asked, a frown on his face.

"Sorry," Lugor said, wiping his mouth on his sleeve. "I've been called greyblood a lot, but I think this may be the first time someone has ever apologised for doing it."

"I shouldn't have done it. I was just angry that you kicked my ass so easily. Obviously, the equipment had nothing to do with it, you're just... better than me."

Lugor shook his head. "I wouldn't worry about it. People calling me greyblood doesn't really bother me anymore."

"Really?" Jax said with surprise. "Isn't it...?"

"A racial slur?" Lugor shrugged. "Sure, but I figured if I call myself Greyblood and take ownership of it, people can't really use it against me." He clenched his fist. "I'm going to turn it into a term of respect."

Jax looked at him with something Lugor thought almost bordered on admiration. "That might take you a while."

"I've got time. And if I've got time to do that, then you've got time to train hard on your fighting skills. You might be able to beat me someday."

This time it was Jax's turn to laugh. "I doubt it. You should have heard Darren raving about your battle against that Berserker earlier."

Lugor's ears burned with embarrassment and he changed the subject. "It's funny you apologised, actually. I came over to apologise to you."

"What for?"

"I shouldn't have put you on the ground again after you took my weapons. I made you look bad for no reason."

"So, it wasn't because you were pissed at me?"

"Maybe a little," Lugor admitted. 

Jax laughed again. "Can't say I didn't deserve it."

They sat in comfortable silence for a while, the evening sun slowly fading as it dipped below the horizon.

"You know, I think I'm going to go mad by the time we get to the island," Jax said. "The ocean is pretty enough, but it starts to lose its appeal after a day or two."

"You're telling me. I miss good food. I think I got spoiled by the food they served at the Academy."

"I bet it was good."

"It was," Lugor said wistfully. "There was this strawberry pie with incredible whipped cream."

"I miss the ale from my hometown. The brewer there did this fantastic ale with juniper berries mixed in."

"Shiva's an Alchemist," Lugor said. "Who knows, if there's junipers on the island, maybe we can get her to try her hand at making some ale."

"I think you need more than juniper berries to make ale."

"I wouldn't know, I've never made any."

They were interrupted by heavy footsteps approaching. Lugor turned to see Darren standing behind him.

"Hey Lugor, some of us were about to play dice. You want to join?"

Lugor glanced at Jax. "Can Jax join us?"

"I can't," Jax said with a hint of misery. "I already lost all my money playing with them when we were still in port."

"I'll pay your share," Lugor said, offering a hand to Jax as he got to his feet. "You need a chance to win your money back."

"I can't let you do that," Jax replied, shaking his head.

"Don't worry, it's not really my money. A god gave it to me."

Jax and Darren laughed slightly like Lugor was joking, only to fall silent as the half-orc stared at them, completely deadpan.

"Seriously?" Darren asked.

Lugor brushed past them with a grin on his face. "Beat me at dice and I might tell you the story."

Darren and Jax shook their heads as they followed him to the group playing dice, shouts of joy and groans of disbelief ringing out as money changed hands.

"I swear, Adventurers have the craziest experiences,” Darren said with a chuckle.

Jax nodded. "Damn right."
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Everything and the Bathroom Sink

 

Lugor handed Jax a handful of coins, just a few of the many he'd won in that night's game. Many of the men who had been playing grumbled as Lugor picked up the rest and stowed them in his pouch.

"Beginner's luck?" he suggested with a grin. "If you guys want to play again tomorrow night, I'm sure I can't keep my streak up."

"We're always up for some dice," Darren said. "Not like there's anything else to do on this boat."

"Ship!" came the correcting shout from Captain Jonas, who had joined them for a few rounds.

Lugor turned around as someone tapped his shoulder to see Stangar standing behind him. "Can I talk to you?"

The Goliath's tone sounded odd. Lugor got to his feet and followed him to the other end of the ship.

"What's up?" he asked as they reached the bow. 

"How did the training go earlier? Are they giving you any trouble?"

"Not really. Had a bit of a spat with one of them, but we apologised to each other and I think he's warmed up to me a bit."

"Good." Stangar breathed a sigh of relief. "To be honest, I was kind of worried they might be hostile with a half-orc on the expedition."

"I think they're less pleased about the fact that I just won most of their money at dice," Lugor joked. "I'll let them win it back tomorrow; it’s not like we really need coin where we're going."

"Did you notice anything odd when you were training the men?" Stangar asked, ignoring Lugor's comment.

"Uh." Lugor was a bit taken aback at the Berserker's gruff tone. "Not that I can think of, why?"

Stangar shook his head. "Just think hard. I don't want to lead you down my train of thought."

Lugor thought back to earlier in the day when he'd been putting the guardsmen through their paces and something came back to him. "Now that you mention it, I did think it weird that their equipment is of such basic quality."

"Especially considering the amount of money Lord Peters has put into everything else," Stangar agreed. "It could be he just ran out of coin and had to make do, but something doesn't feel right here."

Lugor shrugged. "I'm sure it's nothing."

"Heh, probably." Stangar rubbed the back of his neck sheepishly. "Maybe I'm just getting paranoid."

"Is that all you wanted to talk about?"

"No, actually. We need to start your rage training." The large Berserker sat down on the deck with a thump.

"Now?" Lugor asked, matching his new teacher's position, albeit with a bit more grace.

"No time like the present; we need to keep that Awakening in check. Speaking of, Maric mentioned in his letter that you can track its progress?"

Lugor nodded. "Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 27%

 

"How long ‘til it reaches one hundred percent?" Stangar asked, scratching the stubble forming on his neck.

"No idea. Maric said it could be anywhere from eight months to over a year, depending on how often I get angry."

"Which is why we need to start your training now. Close your eyes."

Lugor closed his eyes, the world going completely black as Stangar's voice washed over him.

"I want you to think back to what first triggered your Awakening and let the emotions you felt come to the surface."

"That sounds like a terrible idea," Lugor said, opening his eyes.

"Just do it,” Stangar snapped. “How can you learn to control your rage without facing it?"

Lugor conceded the point and shut his eyes again, thinking back to the night in his village when the orc soul inside him had Awakened. 

He pictured the burned-out buildings of his neighbours, the letter his mother had left him warning him not to try to find them. He remembered Malcolm using the corpse of a child as an undead puppet, forcing him to cut down the zombified remains of people he'd known for most of his life.

"Okay," Lugor said, gritting his teeth. He felt his body grow warm as his rage grew, the orc soul stirring deep within him. "I'm sufficiently mad, now what?"

"You need to picture a sink."

"How is picturing a sink meant to help my anger?"

"Just picture the damn sink."

Lugor thought of his old room at the inn and the small sink he’d had in the tiny bathroom.

"Fill the sink with water. That represents your rage."

"One angry sink coming right up."

"Now, take the deepest breath you can, and pull the plug out of the sink. As you breathe, watch the water slowly drain away. Keep doing that until the sink is completely empty. Don't drain it all at once, let it go slowly."

Lugor wasn't sure how this was meant to help, but he did as he was told. He inhaled until he felt like his lungs were going to burst, then slowly exhaled and watched his imaginary sink slowly drain. He repeated the process over and over, falling into a comfortable rhythm as his rage slowly faded. Once his pictured sink was completely empty, he opened his eyes to see Stangar looking at him expectantly.

"How do you feel?" the Berserker asked.

He was tempted to make a sarcastic joke, but Lugor realised he felt more relaxed than he had in a long time. "Incredible, actually."

"It's important to let anger wash over you. If you try to wall it off, then-"

"It overflows," Lugor guessed. "Like a sink."

"Exactly." Stangar's face darkened. "For men like us, it's important to let the rage wash away. In battle it can be very useful, holding on to just enough to give you strength. Other than that, rage has very little use. Best to let it go."

Lugor looked at the Berserker's face, which had taken on a remorseful expression. "How did you become a Berserker?" he asked.

Stangar pulled out a hip flash and took a long drink. "Have you ever heard of the curse of the Goliaths?"

"Can't say I have," Lugor said. "But then, I've only met one Goliath aside from you, and we weren't exactly best friends."

"The Goliaths are an old race. As our legends tell it, we were old before the humans first set foot on these lands. We roamed the plains, nomadic in nature. Our tribes co-existed peacefully, never needing to battle. We displayed our valour through feats of strength, fighting great beasts, but never other races. Until the humans arrived."

"What happened?" Lugor asked.

"When the humans arrived, they built settlements along our migration paths. They hunted the wildlife until there were barely any creatures left and cut down the forests, making it impossible for us to forage. After some time, starving and angry, the Goliaths sacked a human village, taking back the resources they believed to be rightfully theirs. That started a war that nearly decimated my race."

Lugor frowned. "What does that have to do with a curse?"

"I'm getting to that," Stangar grumbled. "My people were losing the war. In desperation, one of the Shamans made a pact with a demon. In exchange for the strength to defeat the humans, the Shaman and his bloodline's souls would belong to the demon. Peace was made after the humans suffered heavy losses thanks to their enhanced abilities, but the Shaman didn't want to give up his soul. He summoned the demon once more and tried to kill it. He lost."

"I'm assuming the demon didn't like that."

Stangar let out a bark of laughter. "Not in the slightest. In its fury, it invoked dark magic and placed a curse on our entire race. When a Goliath reaches adulthood, we hold our breath and pray we don’t bear the curse. Unfortunately, I do.”

“What happens?”

“It’s not dissimilar to your Awakening. When I reached adulthood, I felt the curse come over me, filling me with an incredible rage. To prevent myself from doing harm to anyone, I ran away from my tribe. Unfortunately, I came across a tiny hamlet, maybe two or three families eking out a meagre living. I slaughtered them all," he said matter-of-factly.

Lugor swallowed the lump in his throat. If Matthias hadn't stopped his Awakening, that could have been him. "What did you do after that?"

"Maric found me. I won't bore you with the details, but he saved me. He gave me a Berserker class scroll; the class ability helps restrain the curse. So now I spend my time as an Adventurer, trying to help as many people as I can to lessen the black mark on my soul."

Lugor watched as Stangar blinked out a couple of tears, the liquid trailing sad channels down his face. "Thank you for telling me."

"It's important you knew." The Berserker wiped his arm across his face. "You need to understand why you need to train on this every day, as much as you can."

Lugor nodded. "I will."

With a nod, Stangar left Lugor to his thoughts and headed down to the sleeping quarters to get some rest. Lugor looked up at the moon, starting at how far it had travelled across the sky. He hadn’t realised just how much time had passed while he'd been training his emotions.

He laid down and put his hands behind his head for a makeshift pillow, tracing the constellations in the night sky.

"You feel like coming to sleep soon?"

He sat up as Sandal and Shiva sat next to him, the dark elf offering him a blanket.

"In a minute," Lugor replied, wrapping the coarse fabric around himself. It had been warm enough during the day, but at night the temperature dropped.

"How did the old rage training go?" Sandal asked.

"I feel pretty good. Super zen."

"I was speaking to Jonas earlier," Shiva said. "He thinks another week or so and we should reach the island."

"Good, I can't wait to get off this damn ship," Lugor groaned.

"I'm thinking maybe tomorrow we should train together, just the three of us."

"Yeah?" Lugor looked at the dark elf. "Why's that?"

"I have this bad feeling," Shiva said. "I want us to be ready for anything that could go wrong."

Lugor nodded. "I know what you mean. Whatever happens, we'll face it together."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[10]

Land Ahoy!

 

Lugor let out a breath of wonder as he gazed upon the land mass in the distance. It had taken weeks of high-speed travel under the ships' specially enchanted sails, but they'd finally reached their destination. The island was still a fair distance away, but it was easily seen from their current position. Lugor looked through Jonas's spyglass and inspected their goal. From what he could see, cliffs lined the perimeter, with a bay giving access to a sandy beach. 

Further up the beach was rough grassland which gave way to a teeming forest, while behind that a tall mountain rose from the centre of the island, its peak out of view in the clouds. It looked peaceful, and Lugor prayed that the view wasn't deceptive.

"We're finally here," Shiva said, Mollie perched on her shoulder. The skeletal cat gripped hard onto her mistress, not at all happy to be so close to the sea. Apparently, the undead creature had carried its instinctive fear of water into undeath. 

Stangar and Sandal were also standing next to them, along with most of the expedition members. After so long at sea, almost everyone was eager to finally get solid ground under their feet again. A similar situation was happening on the other two ships.

Everyone wore jubilant expressions - everyone except for Stangar. "Get your gear on," he ordered.

Sandal looked up at the Goliath with confusion. "Why?"

"Can't you feel it?" Stangar asked. "The hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end. That means either there's a storm coming, or something very bad is about to happen."

Lugor and his friends looked at each other in bewilderment, but followed his command and dashed to their living quarters. Opening Lugor's void satchel, they withdrew their gear and strapped it on. 

I should probably take this with me too, Lugor thought. His satchel was one of his most prized possessions, and he didn't want to risk losing it. He strapped it to his back and they returned topside to see Stangar deep in conversation with Lord Peters, his steward, and Captain Jonas.

"There is no valid reason for what you are asking," the steward was saying tiredly. The elf folded her arms. "Sending everyone below decks and assembling the guardsmen will only make everyone panic."

"Better to be scared than dead," Stangar growled back.

"You're asking us to marshal everyone because you 'have a bad feeling,’" Lord Peters said, making tiny quotes with his fingers. 

"If the crew could be in danger, there is no problem taking a little extra time to be ready for any eventuality," Jonas interjected. Ignoring the steward’s protests, the captain activated the comm-orb embedded in the wheel of the ship. "Our hired Adventurers have suggested we send the non-combatants below decks. All crew members, prepare the blackpowder rifles and stand ready."

"Blackpowder rifles?" Lugor whispered to Sandal.

"They're a recent dwarven invention," the dwarf explained. "They're kind of like bows, except a lot louder."

With a huff, Peters and the steward returned to his cabin.

"Lugor!" Stangar called the three of them over. "Jonas is going to bring the ships in close together so we can distribute the guardsmen between each ship. Right now they're all on ours."

"Where do you want us?" Shiva asked. 

"We'll stay on this ship and take the lead, then send more guardsmen to the other two ships. If we're needed elsewhere, we'll have to move between them. Sandal?"

"Yes?" the dwarf asked.

"Do you think you can control the air enough to move us across the gap if we need it?"

"I think so." Sandal frowned. "It might not be a smooth transfer."

"Doesn't matter," Stangar said. "As long as you get us there. Lugor, I need you to go explain this to the guardsmen, then come back here once they're ready."

"On it," Lugor nodded. Leaving the group behind, he descended from the wheel of the ship onto the main deck, where everyone was still looking longingly at the island. In the middle, he could see Darren and Jax laughing together. He was happy to note that the other guards had started to warm up to the cocky young lad, but it was time to get battle ready.

"We need you to arm up," Lugor said as he drew closer to them.

"What's going on?" they asked, faces turning serious as they caught Lugor's dark expression.

"It's probably nothing, but Stangar's got a bad feeling. We need the guardsmen to arm up and split up between each ship. We need forty percent of you to move to one ship, and another forty percent to the other. The rest will remain on this one with us and take the lead."

Darren and Jax looked at each other and nodded. Darren cupped his hands around his mouth, shouting, "Everyone, form up!"

The rest of the guards split off from the railings and grouped around Darren as he explained the plan. Before long, all of them had gone to retrieve their gear and get equipped. In the meantime, Lugor, Sandal and Shiva ushered the non-combatant members below decks to keep them out of harm’s way. With some careful manoeuvring, the pilots of the other ships drew up next to their vessel. Gangplanks were extended between the three and the guards made the precarious trip over.

"Hey Jax!" Lugor shouted, spotting the young man about to board the port-side ship.

Jax looked over his shoulder quizzically.

"Keep your shield up!"

The young man laughed and dramatically hefted his shield into the air as he changed ships.

"Everyone is standing ready," Darren said as he approached Lugor.

The men were lined up in a row, shields and spears in their hands. A few of them were stringing bows, leather quivers belted at their sides. 

"Technically they're meant to be for hunting game when we make land, but I figured we might have need of them now."

"Smart thinking," Lugor said.

Sandal called Lugor's name as he walked over. "Everyone's below decks. Jonas's crew have got their rifles ready, too. Well, except the guys currently manning the ship.”

"Good," the half-orc said as he looked at the crew lined up, weapons at the ready. "Hang on, where's Shiva?"

Sandal pointed upward and Lugor followed his finger. Shielding his eyes against the sun, he could just about make out a slight figure standing in the crow's nest.

"She figured she could spot targets a lot more easily from up there," the dwarf explained.

"Why aren't you up there?" Lugor asked. "You could do a lot of damage with your spells."

"Are you joking?" Sandal asked, aghast. "I hate heights. Most dwarves do. Besides, Stangar asked me to stay down here and focus on healing, rather than blowing all my mana on damage."

"Let's just hope his intuition is wrong. Maybe we'll have a nice smooth landing and everything will go without a hitch."

Sandal gave him a deadpan stare.

"Okay," the half-orc admitted. "It never goes that way."

Once the guards had moved onto the other ships, the planks were withdrawn and they split off, leaving a healthy distance between them.

"Everything ready?" Stangar asked as he came to stand next to them at the ship’s railing, having briefly disappeared to grab his own equipment. His bulging arms were left bare and a leather jerkin sheathed his barrel-shaped torso, the armour still covered in rough animal hair. Two hand-axes were jammed through loops in his belt, and he kept running his thumb across their handles, alight with nervous energy.

"We're ready," Lugor confirmed. 

Small groups of rocks dotted the water as they approached the island, strange winged creatures nesting on them. Lugor held his breath as they travelled through the water. He'd never seen birds with such brightly coloured plumage. Their wings wrapped around their bodies, hiding their forms from view.

"Have you ever seen birds like that before?" Lugor murmured to the Berserker next to him.

Stangar squinted at the rocks before swearing. "Those aren't birds. They're bloody harpies!"

Lugor's stomach dropped. In his time at the Academy, harpies had been the subject of one of the lessons they’d had in monster theory. From what he could remember, they were an unnatural combination of bird and human. Their faces and torsos were those of a woman's, except they possessed large wings instead of arms and the legs of a bird, with horrifically large talons to match.

"What do we do? Open fire?" Sandal asked.

Stangar shook his head. "Hold for now. I'm going to get Jonas to warn the other ships. Keep an eye out for any movement."

Lugor turned his gaze back to the rocks, the gap between them closing as the ship headed straight for the island.

Suddenly, the hairs on his arms stood up, panic shooting through his body. "Something’s wrong."

Sandal looked at him curiously, but Lugor didn't pay him any attention. Squinting at the island, he felt an almost imperceptible pop.

"Um." Sandal pointed at the island. "What is that?"

Spreading out from the island was an almost invisible wave of energy, sending ripples across the ocean as it rapidly approached the ships. Whatever it was, Lugor knew there was no way it could mean anything good.

"Everyone brace!" he roared, grabbing hold of the railing.

As the wave of energy washed over them, Lugor shouted in pain and dropped to the deck, grabbing his head. Pain rippled through his body, a splitting headache rapidly taking hold. Deep within him, he felt the orc soul stir. He struggled to retain control as it battered against the walls he'd erected in his mind to keep it contained. He was dimly aware of Sandal shaking his shoulder and shouting his name.

"Lugor! What's wrong?" Sandal crouched to his eye level. "Are you alright?"

With great effort, Lugor forced the orc soul down and threw the walls back up around it, granting himself a reprieve. "I'm okay," he said through gritted teeth. He got to his feet and looked back toward the island. "Ah, crap."

With a cacophony of screeches, the harpies flew as one into the air, heading straight toward the ships. It appeared that whatever that blast of energy had been, it had riled them up.

"Get behind the men," he ordered Sandal. "Get some support spells ready, but keep your head down!"

Sandal's face whitened as the horde of bird-women closed the gap. "No arguments here!"

Lugor drew his sword and backed up slightly, placing himself directly in front of the line of guards, each of them sporting a terrified expression.

He looked back at them, trying to look in control. "Keep your shields up and stay in formation. Harpies will pick off any stragglers that split from the group. I'll take as much of the attack as I can." Drawing in a deep breath, Lugor activated his Rally ability, the guardsmen looking a bit more at ease as the effects washed over them.

 

Rally (Champion Skill)
Requirement: Level 1 Champion
Effect: Inspire allies to fight and provide a buff that provides increased health and resource regeneration. (*1.2 per second). Refreshing this buff will renew will to fight.
Duration: 1 hour

 

Darren raised his spear and brought it back down, making a loud thunk as it struck the deck. "You heard him, men!"

The harpies were still out of range, but they'd started to split off, with groups heading to attack each of the ships while they still couldn't be reached with arrows.

Probably won't get a better chance to use this. Lugor stepped forward and thrust his sword toward the monsters. "Fireball!"

The enchantment Sandal had placed on his sword took effect and a spark ignited at the tip of the blade, developing into a large ball of fire that careened straight toward the clumped-up avians. The men cheered as the fire splashed into the horde. Although it didn't kill many of them outright, the harpies screamed as their wings were ruined and they fell into the ocean.

The cheers died in their throats as the rest of the harpies zeroed in on the source of the attack. Lugor had successfully drawn the attention of most of the monsters.

And they looked well and truly pissed off.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[11]

Bird People, Bird Problems

 

"All ships hard to port!" Captain Jonas roared from his position at the wheel. 

Lugor stumbled slightly as the ship rotated and turned to the left, the crew members dashing nimbly across the deck to load the smaller cannons at the top of the ship.

"Fire!"

Deafening booms ripped through the air as each ship simultaneously unleashed a barrage of cannon fire, but it lacked the sheer destructive power of the Ogre cannon and didn't do a huge amount of damage to the approaching swarm. After Lugor sent out his fireball the bird-women had spread out, the cannons unable to take down more than three or four of the creatures.

"Ready rifles!" Jonas shouted again.

Lugor raised his sword. "Nock and draw!"

Getting back into formation after the ship's hard turn, the archers rushed to ready their weapons to fire, while the crew lined up, their rifles pointed at the encroaching horde. He wasn't sure what the situation was on the other ships, but he prayed they were ready for the onslaught.

"Fire and reload!"

"Loose arrows!"

The soft twang of bowstrings being released was muffled by the loud explosions of the rifles, which sent puffs of smoke drifting across the ship as they fired. More of the harpies dropped as arrows and rifle shot pierced their wings, but the ones taking body shots were still flying straight for them, albeit bleeding slightly.

They're too high-level a monster for the arrows to do any real damage! Lugor looked back to the firing line, where the archers and crew members were frantically reloading. They had time for maybe one more volley before the flock was within melee range. 

"Aim for the wings!" he shouted. They might not be able to get kill shots, but if they crippled the harpies' wings they'd fall into the water and drown, taking out most of the effort required. 

The line fired once more, piercing wings where they could. Lugor braced as the creatures screeched and fell upon them.

The harpies swooped down, attempting to latch their giant talons into the line, but as one, the guards thrust their spears up, forcing the birds to veer off with angry shrieks. 

"Fire again!" Lugor shouted. The one advantage they had was that the harpies could only attack with their legs. If they could keep them off in between volleys, they had a good chance of making it through the battle unscathed.

Over the roar of the rifles, Lugor became dimly aware of a scream of pain. Looking towards the crow’s nest, he saw that a harpy had caught sight of Shiva loosing spells from above and dug its talons into her shoulders. It dragged her out of the nest and swooped downward, apparently intent on throwing her to the deck.

"Shiva!" Lugor waved to Sandal to get his attention. "I need Wind Walking!"

The dwarf nodded and shouted an incantation, pointing at Lugor.

 

You are receiving the effects of Wind Walking.

 

Sprinting toward the mast, Lugor activated Rush to Aid, praying that it would still trigger.

 

Rush to Aid (Champion Skill)
Requirement: Level 3 Champion
Effect: Rush to a nearby ally’s side and take an attack aimed at them.
Range: 30 feet

 

The skill activated and Lugor was suddenly in the air, his ability allowing him to run vertically up the wooden mast. He hadn't used it in this way since he’d first met Shiva, and he felt a certain irony that this time he was doing it to save her. Once he reached the crow’s nest, he pushed off and jumped as hard as he could, thrusting his sword into the harpy's back as he fell and latching onto its legs.

He felt a pull on his lower body as Shiva grabbed hold of his ankles, the harpy having let go of her in its shock.

"What the hell are you doing!" the dark elf shouted as they fell through the air, the harpy frantically flapping its wings to stay aloft. Despite its efforts, the combined weight of the two Adventurers continued to drag it down and Lugor steered it back toward the deck. They landed in a crumpled heap on the wood, several spears embedding themselves in the monster as they landed.

"Thanks," Lugor gasped as Darren helped pull him to his feet.

Shiva stood and blew a stray hair out of her face. "Thanks, Lugor."

"Do you need healing?" Sandal asked, running over.

The dark elf shook her head, inspecting her torso. "I'm fine, just bruised. The armour took the brunt of it."

That's an understatement, Lugor thought. The force of the harpy's talons had crushed Shiva's armour inward, restricting her movement.

"Stop gawking," Shiva said, punching him on the shoulder. "We're still fighting here."

"Right."

Stangar came bounding towards them. "Shiva, you're needed on the ship behind us, they're struggling. Clear them some space and then use Life from Death to heal the wounded."

"Sure thing," Shiva said. She hissed slightly as she moved to the side of the ship, her armour digging into her chest. "Give me a lift?" she asked the dwarf.

Sandal concentrated and winds whirled around the Necromancer's feet. Flinging his arm forward like he was throwing a ball, Sandal grunted and the winds sent Shiva flying onto one of the other ships.

"Sandal," the Berserker said, "I need you to fly me over to the other ship."

Repeating the spell, Sandal launched Stangar across the gap, and Lugor watched as he landed in a roll and charged, roaring, straight into the melee.

Lugor's eyes widened as a black-plumed harpy came swooping towards them. "Look out!" he shouted, tackling Sandal to the ground. The black-feathered monster missed the dwarf but succeeded in grabbing a guardsman, carrying the screaming man high into the air before dropping him.

Fortunately, Sandal was there and reacted quickly. The dwarf manipulated the air around the man as he careened toward the deck, slowing him just enough to prevent a lethal fall - though if his pained shouts were any indication, it hadn't been enough to prevent a broken leg. Sandal rushed to heal him as Lugor rallied the men back into a close-ringed formation.

Lugor felt another pop in the air and groaned as he saw another wave of energy spreading out from the island. As it reached the harpies, he saw them falter slightly, shaking their heads before going into a frenzy and attacking the crew. He made to assist until the energy wave reached him, his knees buckling as the orc soul threw itself against the walls he'd erected around it.

He gritted his teeth, bile rising in his throat from the strain of keeping the monstrous soul under control.

"Ah crap," he heard Sandal say next to him.

Lugor looked up to see the black harpy land on the railing, letting out a scream that caused several of the men to fall to the deck, ears bleeding. Darren was desperately trying to keep the line together to drive the creature back, but it simply reared back and beat its wings, creating a gust of wind that blew the men off their feet and sent them rolling backwards across the ship. 

It's too strong for them, Lugor realised. This creature was clearly the alpha of the flock, and he wasn't sure if even he and Sandal could beat it. He looked desperately around for Stangar; the Berserker’s much higher level meant he should be able to take it on. But Stangar was still on the other ship, fighting hard to defend it.

Let me out.

Lugor shook his head as an insidious voice whispered in his mind.

Let me fight.

The harpy was tensing its legs, ready to leap onto the prone guardsmen.

"To hell with it," he spat.

Reaching within himself, he tore down the walls he'd placed to keep his orc side imprisoned. As he felt it rise triumphantly to the fore, he pictured the bathroom sink and filled it with water.

Lugor's vision took on a green tint as the orc soul raced through his body. The unnatural energy he’d felt when faced with his destroyed home returned, filling his tired body with renewed vigour. He focused on the giant harpy in front of him as the bloodlust coursed through his veins.

 

Monstrous Ancestry Awakened.

 

 The half-orc charged with a roar as the harpy leapt to savage Darren with its talons. He crashed into the monster mid-air and activated Shield Bash, stunning the creature and dropping it to the deck.

Let the sink drain, Lugor reminded himself, sensing confusion from the orc soul somewhere within him. Unlike the first Awakening, he felt completely in control of his own body, using the strength the orc soul gave him instead of the other way around. He plunged his sword into the harpy's wing, opening a jagged tear and preventing it from using its aerial advantages.

Using the momentary reprieve as the harpy screeched in pain, he looked behind him to see Sandal casting Healing Mist, the restorative ability drifting across the deck of the ship. The remaining guards made their way to their feet to drive off the rest of the avians attacking them.

A vicious kick collided with Lugor's chest, sending him flying backwards. While he’d been distracted, the harpy had attacked. It squawked and climbed to its feet.

"You okay?" Darren asked, pulling him up. The man recoiled when he caught sight of Lugor's face, with its eyes glowing green and tusks fully re-formed.

"I'm fine," Lugor snapped. He was starting to sweat, the mental strain of keeping the orc soul under control beginning to get to him. "We need to drive that bird over the edge, it might send the rest of them running."

The guard looked at him uncertainly but nodded, gathering several men to form up in a shield wall with Lugor. 

Lugor had dropped his sword when the harpy kicked him and couldn't see it anywhere, so he settled for picking up a spear one of the guards had dropped.

"Forward!" he ordered.

Together, they held the spears out and thrust at the creature, forcing it to step backwards to the edge of the ship. When it tried to break through by taking out one of the weaker guards, Lugor was there to intercept it with his shield and knock it back. When it finally reached the edge, he hefted his shield and activated Shield Throw, sending it over the railing. The creature flapped its wings frantically, but couldn’t fly with the gash Lugor had opened in its wing.

As it fell with a pitiful screech, the rest of the harpies flew high into the air, screeching in rage. Lugor roared back, his voice taking on the timbre of a monster. The bird-women all fled, and Lugor collapsed to his knees.

Time for you to go, he thought. He kept the image of the sink and let the water flow away. The orc soul battled against him, but Lugor threw his mental walls back up around it.

 

Monstrous Ancestry Suppressed.

 

He closed his eyes and laid back on the deck, utterly spent. Keeping the soul under control had taken everything he had.

"Do I need to sing that rhyme to you or are you good?" came a voice.

Lugor opened his eyes to see Sandal standing over him, the dwarf eyeing him with concern.

"I'm good," Lugor said, waving his hand. "I could do with an orange slice."

Sandal laughed, crouching down. "That was insane. How did you keep it under control?"

"I guess all the training with Stangar helped. But I'm not sure I could do it again any time soon."

"What about the Awakening progress?" Sandal asked worriedly. "Has it gone up by a lot?"

"Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 59%

 

Lugor's heart sank. He checked the progress almost every day. In just that short battle, it had increased by another thirty percent.

"That's not good," he said.

"Neither is that," Sandal said, pointing a shaking finger.

Lugor stood up with a groan and followed Sandal's finger. The sea was beginning to churn only thirty feet away.

"What the hell is that?" he murmured.

As if on cue, a giant tentacle rose from the water, seeming to fall almost in slow motion. Screams rang out from one of the other ships as the monstrous appendage struck the ship, cleaving through its front and sending wood splinters into the air.

Lugor grimaced. "Sandal. I really hate the ocean."
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A Kraken Time

 

Jonas rang the bell at the helm of the ship. "All hands, to your stations!"

Lugor grabbed Sandal by the shoulders. "You need to get to the other ship and fly everyone over here."

"I'm on it," the dwarf replied. His face was sheet-white as he prepared the winds to fly him to the broken ship.

The half-orc ran to the helm of the flagship, where Jonas was barking orders through the comm-orb.

"Sandal's sending everyone from the damaged ship over to this one," he explained to the sweating captain.

"He'd better do it quickly," Jonas gasped, fear draining the colour from his face. "If that's what I think it is, our cannons will barely do a thing!"

"What do you think it is?"

"A damned kraken!" Jonas spun the wheel, pointing the ship directly at the island. "We need to get away from it into shallow waters, where it can't follow."

The deck rapidly filled with bodies as Sandal threw the passengers from the sinking ship across to theirs. Lugor looked on in horror as the tentacle smashed down again, knocking some of them out of the air and into the water.

"Fire the Ogre!" Jonas roared to his crew.

There was a deafening explosion as the Ogre cannon fired, sending a payload of destruction into the tentacle and ripping parts of it to shreds. 

Lugor watched the tentacle writhe as the monster was wounded. “Can’t we kill it? The cannons are strong.”

“When a kraken finds you, you can only do one of two things: Flee, or die!”

The ship that hadn't been attacked by the kraken was making a hasty getaway toward the island. For a moment, it looked as though they were going to make it, but that hope was soon dashed as more tentacles snaked out of the water, wrapping themselves around the ship.

"Lugor!" came a shout.

The half-orc turned to see Sandal and Shiva behind him. The deck was packed with passengers from the now half-submerged ship.

"Where's Stangar?" Shiva asked.

Lugor simply pointed toward the ship the kraken had wrapped in its clutches.

His friends groaned.

"What do we do?" Shiva whispered.

"We save who we can," Lugor said. "Jonas, everyone's on board. Get us to the island!"

The members of the kraken-clutched vessel abandoned ship, swimming hard for the island. Lugor watched as Stangar grabbed several people under each arm and dived off the ship, his powerful legs kicking them to safety as fast as he could.

Jonas pointed his ring at the sail and spoke the command word, sending the ship into high gear. They headed for the island, unable to help those still in the water.

A crack rang out across the water as the other ship finally caved under the kraken's assault, snapping into pieces as it was dragged into the sea. Expedition members swimming for their lives disappeared one by one as the kraken snatched them up.

Everyone on board breathed a sigh of relief as their ship escaped the clutches of the monstrous sea creature. It looked like they might just manage to make it.

Until they hit the rocks.

The ship juddered as it collided with the jagged rocks hidden beneath the waves. At the speed they were going, the rocks tore a hole straight through the hull.

Jonas swore. "We need to swim for it."

"Do you require some assistance?"

Lord Peters and his steward had finally emerged from their cabin. The elven woman maintained a calm look, raising her arms. "Freeze."

Patches of ice began forming atop the water, creating a precarious platform. The steward - and apparent Mage - jumped from the ship onto the ice, running toward the island and making a path for everyone to follow. Lugor and his friends held back, ushering all the expedition members onto the path before finally jumping down themselves.

An idea occurred to Lugor and he grabbed Sandal’s arm. "Send me back up."

"Are you crazy?" the dwarf asked. "We need to get out of here!"

"We need the supplies on the ship." Lugor gestured to his void satchel. "I can cram a few barrels worth into this."

"Good point," Shiva said. "Sandal, send me up too. We'll be faster together."

"Oh, for the love of..." Sandal grumbled, summoning the winds and carrying all three of them back to the deck. "There, now we're all risking our lives. Are you happy?"

Lugor ignored the sarcastic dwarf and ran for the ladder. Descending into the cargo bay, they grabbed as many crates and barrels as they could and shoved them into the open bag, which swallowed them with a weird slurping noise.

As Lugor placed another barrel into the satchel, the ship tilted, water beginning to fill the hold.

"We need to go!" Shiva shouted.

Lugor looked to the other end of the hold and spotted the crates containing the pieces of the warp-gate. "We can't leave that, it might be our only way home!"

He ran to grab the crates, despite his friends' protests. Halfway down the hold, the roof caved in as a tentacle smashed through the ship.

"Okay, maybe we should go," he admitted.

They bolted for the ladder and spilled out onto the deck just in time to see more tentacles rising into the air.

"Hold on!" Sandal shouted. He launched them off the ship with the winds and cast Wind Walking. Grabbing hold of each other to remain upright, they bolted down the icy path the steward had left behind her. Most of the remaining passengers had made it to safety, the ice bridge leading into the bay Lugor had spotted earlier. 

"Look!" Lugor pointed. Up ahead of them was Stangar, the heavy Goliath pounding down the bridge to safety, still carrying people under his arms.

"He must have made it to the ice while we were grabbing supplies, thank the gods," Shiva said, panting.

The ship groaned behind them as the kraken finally crushed it, dragging the remains below the water. For a moment, Lugor thought it might follow them, but his panic faded as they made it to the bay. Staggering onto the sand, they collapsed from exhaustion.

"All in favour of not moving from this spot?" Sandal asked.

"Aye."

"I'm in."

As much as Lugor wanted to lay down and not do anything more, he knew they couldn't rest yet. With a groan, he got to his feet and staggered over to Stangar, who was leaning over a dwarf and pressing down on his chest with both hands.

"What are you doing?" Lugor asked.

"First aid. Sandal!" the Berserker roared. "Get here!"

Sandal jumped up and ran over as ordered.

"I need you to use your Elementalist abilities. This dwarf has water in his lungs, you need to remove it."

Sandal crouched down and placed his hand on the other dwarf's chest. Concentrating, he moved his hand up towards his mouth, a spray of water spilling out.

The dwarf coughed and groaned, but his breathing became steady and even.

"Good work." Stangar breathed a sigh of relief. "There might be more, get to it."

Sandal nodded and went to help the wounded and half-drowned.

Lugor looked around the beach, which was littered with the survivors of the combined kraken and harpy attack. As he counted who had made it, he realised they'd lost just over half the expedition members. Which meant they had maybe a hundred survivors.

"So many," he said. "So many dead."

Stangar nodded as he rocked back onto his heels. "We did what we could. When I said I had a bad feeling, I wasn't expecting a goddamn kraken.”

The muffled noise of steps on sand announced a welcome face. "Glad to see you made it," Jax said, a weary smile on his face.

"You too," Lugor nodded. He hadn't seen Jax since before the battle had begun and was happy to see him now. Looking beyond the young man, Lugor saw that the remaining guardsmen had gathered around Darren, who was taking a headcount.

"I didn't come over just for an idle chat," Jax said. "Peters wants to speak to you both."

Stangar's eyes narrowed. "I've got a thing or two to say to him as well. Where is he?"

Jax pointed up the beach, where Lord Peters and his steward were standing at the point the sand gave way to rough grass. Darren was already making his way over to them, as was the dwarf Sandal had saved by removing the water from his lungs.

"Come on," Stangar said, getting to his feet and brushing the sand off his legs. "Let's go have a word."

"Hang on a sec." Jax had been holding an item behind his back and now presented it to Lugor. "For you."

"My sword!" Lugor exclaimed happily. In the chaos, he had forgotten that he'd dropped it on the deck of the ship. It was enchanted silverite and he'd been pretty bummed to think it had been lost to the ocean.

Bidding farewell to Jax, they made their way up the beach, passing many wounded men as they reached their employer.

"How many have we lost?" Lord Peters asked matter-of-factly.

Darren cleared his throat. "Of my men? Maybe thirty or so of us made it to shore. Jordan died of injuries sustained from the harpy attack a few minutes ago, so we're down to twenty-nine."

"Most of my crew made it," Jonas added as he arrived. "Aside from those on the first ship the kraken destroyed. I have around fifty men still alive." 

"What about the workers, Magnus?" Peters asked, turning to the dwarf.

Magnus coughed, still not recovered from his brush with death. "I can't be sure. But it looks like maybe thirty-five or so made it to the beach.”

Peters frowned. "Unfortunate."

"Unfortunate?" Stangar growled, taking a step towards the noble. "We lost over half our number in that attack. Why the hell was this Mage hiding away in your cabin while our men were being carried off by bloody harpies?"

"My duty is to protect Lord Peters," the elf said with a sniff. "I would not be able to do so if I were not by his side."

Lugor placed a hand on the Berserker's shoulder as he stepped forward, a rebuttal at the ready.

"We don't have time for squabbling," the half-orc interjected. "We need to establish a triage station and deal with any wounded."

Magnus let out a bark of dark laughter. "Going to be tough to do that without any supplies, laddie. We've got no food, no water, and no medical supplies."

"Not true," Lugor said. He swung his void satchel off his back and dropped it to the ground. He stuck his hands into it and began withdrawing the barrels and crates they'd managed to salvage. "We didn't manage to save the warp-gate, but we got as much as we could.”

"You may have just made our lives a lot easier!" Magnus said excitedly as Lugor pulled out a crate with ‘MC’ burned onto the wood.

The dwarf opened it to reveal a strange-looking item, which was nestled in a bunch of straw to protect it.

"What is it?" Lugor asked. He'd never seen anything like it.

"This," the dwarf said, tapping a gnarled finger against the device, "is a mana constructor."

"Mana constructor?"

"You use it to create buildings," Magnus explained. "The user envisions what he wants to create and where to create it. Then you provide the raw materials and pour in enough mana for the constructor to create the structure."

"Sounds handy."

"Could we use it to build a new vessel?" Stangar asked.

"Only if someone here knows exactly how a ship is built." Magnus looked pointedly at Captain Jonas.

The dark-skinned man smiled guiltily. "Unfortunately, I do not. I know how to make repairs to one, but neither I nor any of my crew are shipwrights."

"So we're still stuck," Stangar said glumly.

"We're exactly where we are supposed to be," Peters interrupted. "The mission is to create a new settlement and harvest the resources we find here. One small setback will not stop us from pursuing this goal."

Lugor blinked. "You call losing three ships and half our people to a kraken a small setback?" This dude was cold.

"First things first," Stangar said. "We need to triage the wounded."

They dug through the crates and barrels. Their contents were predominantly food, but there were also a few crates containing tools; iron axes, hammers, and nails, mostly. Only one crate contained anything in the way of medical supplies.

"Let's go get everyone patched up," Lugor said. "I have a few healing potions and a couple of mana ones, too. If I give the mana potions to Sandal, he should be able to help the most with his Healing Mist."

"And then what?" Magnus asked. "Where the hell do we go from here?"

"Ask Peters," Stangar said darkly. "I'm sure he'll find something for everyone to do."

Ignoring the noble's splutterings of disbelief, Lugor and his handler carried the medical crate down to the beach. There were people who needed their help.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[13]

Beach Day

 

 Lugor grunted as his axe collided with the tree, the impact sending vibrations up the handle and into his hands. "Timber!" he shouted as the leafy mass of wood crackled and fell, landing on the forest floor.

He stepped back to allow Magnus's worker crew to move forward and begin stripping the branches. They'd started work on creating basic shelter that morning, building rough lean-tos for everyone out of wood and the leaves stripped from the trees. Lugor raised an arm and dragged it across his brow, wiping off sweat accrued from the effort expended.

Taking a short break, he cast an approving eye around him. They'd managed to clear a large amount of the trees along the edge of the beach, mostly due to his and Stangar's efforts. Having a class meant their strength stats were higher than most of the workers Magnus had hired. The Berserker was working his way steadily through the forest on the other end of the bay, grunts ringing out as he wielded an axe in each hand. 

The worker crew assigned to strip the trees Stangar felled were holding back, avoiding the chips of wood flying through the air as the Goliath tore through a tree in a matter of minutes. With a roar, he planted his foot into the weakened trunk and pushed, felling the tree. He handed the two axes to a worker, who gave him a new set, then stepped away to sharpen the dulled blades.

Lugor grinned at the Berserker's antics. Stangar had been in a foul mood after the conversation with Peters and his steward and clearly needed to work through it. They'd spent the entirety of the first day on the island treating the wounded and establishing which supplies Lugor and his friends had managed to salvage. They had enough food to last two days, stretched to three if they carefully rationed it. After a rough night sleeping in the open, it was time to get to work establishing some structures.

Sandal was down in the shallows, helping Jonas and the sailors to solve their food crisis. The seafaring men were adept at knowing where to find edible sea-life close to the shore, and the crabs, mussels and other seafood were easy enough to collect by hand. They'd tried using some of their spears to catch fish, but Sandal had eventually taken over the fishing duty. The Elementalist was currently standing in the sea with his trousers rolled up to his thighs, waiting patiently. Lugor watched as the dwarf used his magic to manipulate the water, bringing an orb of salty liquid into the air. Trapped in the bubble was a school of fish, unaware they were about to become a meal.

"Lugor, time for a break," Magnus said, offering him a pewter mug.

He gratefully took the mug from the gnarled-looking dwarf and drank deeply, his parched throat quenched by the lukewarm water. It wasn't completely satisfying, but it took the edge off his thirst.

"Thanks," he said, handing the mug back. "But I can keep going."

Magnus shook his head, placing a calloused hand on the axe and snatching it out of Lugor's reach. "That wasn't a suggestion," the dwarf said sternly. "You need to take a rest soon; you've been doing this for hours."

He wanted to protest, but his shaking arms betrayed his exhaustion. Taking the Magnus’s advice, he walked down to the beach and flopped onto the sand.

The water looks nice, he thought. The sun danced across the waves, leaving the surface sparkling in its wake. Watching Sandal working in the water, a grin spread across his face as a mischievous plan took shape in his mind.

"I've seen that look on your face enough times to know you're up to something."

Lugor turned to see Shiva walking over to him, having returned from her trip into the woods to forage for food with Jax and half the guardsmen. Darren and the other half had stayed behind in case there was any trouble. 

"Not slacking off already, are you?" the dark elf teased, taking a seat next to him in the sand.

"I've been chopping trees for the last four hours," Lugor protested, sitting up. "If you want to take a turn swinging an axe so I can spend the day prancing around in the forest finding berries and herbs, be my guest."

"I'm good." Shiva looked out to the sea. "Besides, I'm the Herbalist, remember? My talents are suited to foraging, your talents are suited to swinging axes into trees."

Lugor raised an eyebrow. "Dare I ask what my talents are?"

"Being big and dumb."

"Yup, saw that one coming," Lugor said with a sigh.

Shiva giggled. "What were you plotting before I came over, anyway?"

Lugor smiled. "I was just thinking Sandal looks a little too dry for someone standing in the sea."

A sly smile spread across the Necromancer's face as she realised his intentions. "I think you might be right."

Springing to her feet, Shiva pulled off her armour and shirt before dropping her leggings, leaving her in her undergarments. She extended a hand to Lugor, who was still laying back in the sand. "You coming?"

A small blush tinged Lugor's cheeks as he looked up at her. Her bare purple skin seemed almost to glow in the sun.

Pushing back his embarrassment, he grabbed her outstretched hand and let her pull him up. He pulled off his shirt and trousers, matching her state of undress, then before he could overthink it, he grabbed Shiva's hand and laced his fingers through hers. Breaking into a run, he pulled Shiva along, the dark elf laughing as they ran into the sea, sprays of water flinging into the air as they crashed through the small waves lapping at the shore.

Sandal turned to face them as they bounded through the water, the dwarf's expression rapidly turning to panic as they made a beeline for him. 

"Don't you da-!" The Elementalist's shout of protest was cut off as they each wrapped an arm around his chest and jumped, lifting the three of them into the air and sending them crashing into the sea.

Lugor emerged from beneath the surface, shaking his head to get his hair out of his face. He was overcome with laughter as Sandal stood, spitting seawater out of his mouth.

"We're sorry, Sandal," Shiva said with a grin as she caught sight of the dwarf's grumpy expression. "We couldn't help ourselves."

"Do you realise what you've done?" Sandal asked seriously.

Lugor and Shiva looked at each other nervously.

Sandal's serious expression dropped and was replaced with a sinister smile. "You just started a splashing war with someone who can manipulate the water."

"We didn't think that through, did we?" Lugor said to Shiva.

"Nope."

He held out a closed fist. "Team up?"

Shiva bumped it with hers. "Oh, definitely."

They shouted in mock fear as Sandal threw them into the air using his water magic. Falling back underneath the water, Lugor grabbed hold of Sandal's legs and stood up, dashing through the water and dragging the dwarf behind him.

"Let me go!" Sandal gasped, desperately trying to keep his head above the water.

"No way," Lugor laughed. "Magic is cheating!"

He yelped as his foot collided with a rock and he faceplanted into the water.

"Serves you right," Sandal laughed.

The half-orc got to his feet and rubbed his eyes. "Fair enough, I deserved that one."

They heard shouts of excitement and looked to the beach to see a large amount of the expedition members splashing into the water towards them, Jax leading the charge with a few guardsmen in tow.

"I haven't gone swimming like this since I was a kid," he said with a grin as he reached the three Adventurers. He nodded back toward the rest of the expedition members playing in the water. "I think everyone could do with blowing off some steam."

"Anyone for water wrestling?" Darren asked as he arrived.

"Water wrestling?" Lugor asked.

"Teams of two, you get on each other’s shoulders and try to push each other off."

"Sounds like fun!" Shiva grinned.

Lugor's legs buckled slightly as the dark elf placed her hands on his shoulders before pulling herself out of the water, placing herself atop his torso.

"Hey!" he protested as he felt her thighs pressing against his neck. "I never said I wanted to play."

"Lighten up, Lugor. Besides, this is the closest you're ever going to get to a girl; enjoy it while it lasts." Shiva punctuated her words with a patronising pat on the half-orc's head.

Darren and Jax laughed at Lugor's expense.

"Don't encourage her," he groaned. He stood up properly, lifting Shiva fully out of the water and grabbing hold of her ankles to keep her steady.

As he did, Darren beckoned Jax to get onto his shoulders, as he was the lighter-built of the two men. Once Jax was in place, Darren started counting down. "Three... two… one... go!"

Lugor braced as Darren charged forward. Though calling it a charge was a bit of an overstatement, as the human had to wade awkwardly through the water to close the distance.

Shiva shrieked with laughter as she started sparring with Jax, each of them trying to get hold of the other's arms. 

"You know," Lugor said to Darren, "I get the feeling this game is more fun when you're on top."

"Speak for yourself," Darren said as he staggered in the water, righting his balance. "I've always been more of a bottom."

Lugor rolled his eyes at the man's innuendo.

"I've got him!" Shiva shouted down to him. "Run for it!"

The half-orc moved backwards, Shiva yanking on Jax's arms. The human went straight into the water, dragging Darren down with him.

"Victory!" Shiva cheered, raising her arms in celebration.

"Maybe going up against two levelled Adventurers wasn't the best idea," Jax admitted as he emerged from the water.

"Don't you all have work to do?" a voice shouted from the beach.

They turned their heads to see Lord Peters standing at the edge of the water, arms folded and an annoyed expression colouring his features. "I didn't hire you all to act like children!"

There was a silence as his words faded away. All the people playing in the water looked to each other, and almost as one, a shout erupted from them all.

"Throw him in the water!"

Lord Peters’ expression turned from angry to panicked as several of the guards in the shallow part of the water rushed him. Taking a limb each, they ignored the noble's indignant shouts and carried him into the sea. Counting down, they started swinging him, everyone in the water joining the countdown.

"One!"

"Don't you dare!"

"Two!"

"I'm warning you!" 

"Three!"

As one, the guards let go of the noble, throwing him into the water to the cheers of the rest of the expedition.

After a second, Peters emerged, furious, from the water. Ignoring the laughter, he trudged back to the beach and retreated to his lean-to, muttering the whole way.

"They probably shouldn't have done that," Sandal said, hiding a smile behind his hand.

"Probably not," Darren acknowledged. "But we've been busting our butts all day working, and he's been sitting in the shade with his feet up."

There was another almost imperceptible pop in the air and Lugor's blood ran cold.

"What's wrong?" Shiva asked.

"I think-" He grabbed his head as another wave of energy, just like the one that had come from the island when they were on the ships, washed over him.

He looked back to the treeline as faint howling reached their ears. 

"I think we've got trouble."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[14]

First Contact

 

 "Come on!" Lugor called to Sandal and Shiva. They dashed out of the water as fast as they could, heading for the shore. On the edge of the treeline, he could see the workers running towards the water as fast as they could, fear etched on their faces. Stangar followed before making an abrupt turn, a lumber axe in each hand.

"What's going on!?" Lugor called to Magnus as the dwarf ran to them.

"There are monsters heading straight for the beach," Magnus replied, panting. "They're nearly on us!"

Lugor swore. He had no time to grab his armour or his sword, but luckily the workers fleeing the treeline had brought their axes with them. He grabbed one from Magnus and ran to Stangar's side.

The Berserker raised an eyebrow as Lugor came to a halt next to him. "Nice undies."

"Fancied a swim, no time to grab my gear."

Sandal and Shiva arrived moments later, the dark elf having quickly pulled her clothes on along the way.

"What are we facing?" Sandal asked, preparing a spell. The howling sound was close, and Lugor could see figures moving between the trees.

"I get the feeling we're about to find out," Shiva muttered.

Bursting from the treeline came a group of gnolls, the dog-headed monsters gnashing their teeth as they spilled out of the forest.

"Come at me, you rotten gits!" Stangar roared at the monsters, rushing forward to meet their charge.

Lugor followed shortly after. "Shiva, hit them from a distance and protect Sandal! Sandal, use your crowd control spells!"

Leaving them to their own devices, he joined the melee, bringing his axe to bear. He sunk it into the shoulder of one of the beasts, hissing as a crude javelin pierced his side.

That's what I get for fighting half-naked! He kicked the creature back and swung again, opening a gash in its neck and sending it reeling backwards as it choked on its own blood.

Stangar was holding the attention of four of the creatures at once, easily fending them off. If Lugor had to guess, the gnolls were anywhere from level nine to twelve. A tough fight for him, but Stangar's massive level advantage meant he could comfortably fight several at once.

Lugor growled as more of the gnolls swarmed past the two Adventurers, heading for the beach. Three more engaged him and he was hard-pressed to keep them back, receiving multiple small wounds. Suddenly, the earth cracked beneath their feet, tripping two of them and ruining their footing.

Thanks, Sandal! Lugor thought, recognising the effects of his friend's Earthbreak ability.

Taking advantage of the distraction, Lugor dispatched another one of the still-standing gnolls, while Stangar finished mopping up the ones attacking him and came to lend a hand, splitting the skulls of the monsters who were struggling to get to their feet.

"Come on," the barbarian beckoned. They turned together and sprinted toward Sandal and Shiva, feet pounding on the sand.

Sandal had bought himself and Shiva some time to retreat, having opened a pit in the sand to delay the oncoming swarm. Unfortunately, it appeared that Earthbreak's effects were lessened on soft sand. Shiva, in turn, had helped delay the creatures by filling them with bone spikes, and Mollie had joined the fray as well, the skeletal cat using her favourite trick of latching onto her opponent’s head and clawing at its eyes.

"Fire!"

Further down the beach, the guards had taken advantage of the Adventurer front line to grab their bows and had started loosing arrows into the gnolls. Fear breaking their maddened charge, the gnolls turned to flee into the treeline, heading straight for Lugor and Stangar.

The half-orc stepped forward and raised his axe, but was met with resistance as Stangar grabbed the handle mid-swing.

"Let them go," the Berserker ordered, dragging Lugor to the side so the gnolls had a clear escape route.

"What about that one?" Lugor asked, pointing to the gnoll staggering about with Mollie still latched onto its head.

Stangar took a deep breath and drew the lumber axe back with both hands before hurling it at the yowling monster. The axe struck its head with a satisfying thunk and it dropped to the ground.

"Sorted."

"Why did you let them go?" Peters demanded, the noble marching towards them once the coast was clear. He stabbed an accusatory finger into Stangar's chest. "Those monsters present a clear and present danger to our-"

"I'm fully aware of the danger," Stangar growled tersely, grabbing the noble's wrist and batting it away. "That's why we let them go."

The Goliath knelt down and grabbed a handful of bloody sand, presenting it to Peters. "I let them go so we could track them to where they're nesting and clear them out. We know what we're doing, sir."

"Very good, then," Peters said hurriedly. He retreated down the beach, where his steward was waiting.

"Come on," the Berserker said to Lugor, brushing his hands clean of the sand. "Let's go hunt some gnolls."

Lugor coughed awkwardly as the Berserker started to follow the gnolls into the forest.

"What?" the Goliath asked, turning to face Lugor with a frown.

"Don't suppose I could grab my armour first? I've decided fighting in my underwear isn't a great idea."

Stangar stared at him before letting out a bark of laughter. "Sorry, lad. Go ahead, I'll wait here."

Lugor jogged down to his friends and told them the plan. Together, Sandal and Lugor grabbed Lugor's void satchel and withdrew their gear, while Shiva retrieved hers from the sand and strapped it back on.

"Ugh, that's the last time I throw my clothes in the sand," she complained. She shrugged her shoulders, trying to dislodge the grains. "It's coarse and rough and irritating, and it gets everywhere!"

Grinning at Shiva's whining, Lugor retrieved his water-skin from the satchel as well, quickly filling it from the water barrel. It wasn't much between the three of them, but it'd have to do.

Having collected their equipment, they met Stangar by the trees.

"Ready?" he asked.

"We are." Lugor nodded. "But you should stay here."

"What?"

"Think about it," he argued. "The three of us can handle a few gnolls if we fight together, but if all of us leave, the rest of the people here are going to be defenceless."

"They have the steward; her magic seems strong enough."

"And a fat lot of use she's been," Lugor countered. "Your level advantage means the people will be safe if any other monsters come sniffing around."

"Are any of you experienced at tracking?" the Berserker asked.

Sandal and Shiva shook their heads, but Lugor nodded. "I went out a few times with a hunter in my village. I can follow a group of gnolls, especially with all the blood they'll leave behind them."

Stangar chewed his lip, clearly hesitant to let them go. "Fine," he relented. "But if it looks like it's too dangerous, you come back here to get me. No heroics, understood?"

"We'll be careful."

Bidding their handler farewell, they began their slow journey through the trees.

They'd been walking in silence for half an hour, taking care not to draw attention to themselves, when Shiva piped up, "Oh hell, I reached level twelve!"

"What?" Lugor asked.

"I completely forgot to draw up my status information after all those battles. We've been so busy that it never even occurred to me."

They took a brief break so they could all review their changes, as well as any new abilities that were now available to them.

 

Barrier (Shield Skill)
Requirement: Level 1 in Shield Proficiency
Effect: Ethereal copies of your shield spread out, providing a shield wall in a 180-degree arc for three seconds.

 

Sentinel (Passive Champion Skill)
Requirement: Level 5 in Shield Proficiency, Level 12 Champion
Effect: For every second you remain in one place, your blocking ability and charge negation increases by 0.5%, up to a maximum of 30%. Higher ranks in this skill provide higher % per second.

 

That could be powerful once it goes up a few ranks, Lugor thought. Provided he could ever stay still long enough to power it up, that was. Unfortunately, it didn’t mesh super well with his more agile style of fighting, which mostly used Battle Rhythm.

While Sentinel looked like an awesome new skill, he decided to finally take Barrier. He still had one skill point left over, but he held onto it in case he thought up a way to turn Barrier into a combined skill with another of his current abilities. Lugor focused his thoughts and spoke aloud, "Learn skill: Barrier."

"Finally picked it up?" Sandal asked. "Took you long enough."

"Yeah, yeah." He waved a dismissive hand. During his time at the Academy, Lugor had consistently put off learning Barrier in favour of other skills. It had become a running joke for his friends. "What have you guys got?"

Shiva was the first to decide. "Learn skill: Boneshaping. Learn skill: Drain Life."

"Boneshaping?" Lugor asked.

"Apparently I can use bones from slain enemies to change the shape of a summon at will.” She looked down at Mollie, the skeletal cat sitting patiently. "I think it's time kitty got an upgrade."

"Drain Life sounds pretty self-explanatory."

"Yup. Drain an enemy of vitality, transfer it straight to myself. Should take some of the healing pressure off Sandal."

"Can't believe you both went up two levels," the dwarf in question grumbled. "I only got enough experience points for one. Let me tell you, being the support class sucks ass. I barely get any kill credit."

"Don't you get experience points for healing wounds?" Lugor asked. "Doesn't that make up the difference?"

"Not really," Sandal sighed. "And it doesn't work on self-inflicted harm, so unless you fancy getting whaled on over and over again for a few hours while I heal you, it doesn't level me very quickly."

"Yeah, I'll pass, thanks."

"Thought as much." Sandal frowned and allocated his skill point. "Learn skill: Elemental Weapons."

"Another support skill?"

"Yup," he said. "It lets me imbue weapons with elemental effects; ice, fire, that sort of thing."

Skills learned, they continued following the trail the gnolls had left behind. It wasn't hard for Lugor to track them, as broken branches and crushed undergrowth signalled the way they’d gone. He raised a hand to draw his friends to a halt as they arrived at the end of the trees. The treeline opened onto a grassy plain, delivering a peculiar sight.

"Have you lost the trail now that we're heading into a field?" Shiva asked, coming to stand by his side.

"No," Lugor said with a shake of his head. He pointed forward. "What does that look like to you?"

Shiva's eyes widened as she realised what he was pointing at. Roughly a mile away was what appeared to be the ruins of a settlement. They looked like stone houses, some collapsed, with vines and plant life wrapping the constructs in their green clutches.

"I don't understand," Sandal said. "I thought this island was only recently discovered? Why are there traces of civilisation?"

"I don't know, but it looks like we've found where the gnolls are holed up."

"Could the gnolls have built them?" Shiva wondered.

"I've never heard of gnolls building a permanent stone building," Lugor said. "Rough shelters of wood and leaves, sure, but not anything like this."

"It's going to be hard to sneak up on them with such little cover."

"It doesn't look like they've posted a watch; maybe we'll get lucky. It's worth a look, at least."

Lugor stepped forward into the open and the others followed, breaking into a light jog. They journeyed unmolested across the plains, and when they reached the outskirts of the quasi-village they ducked behind a damaged wall.

"Shiva, can you send Mollie to scout?"

The dark elf nodded and cast the spell to let her see through Mollie's eyes. The skeletal cat hopped over the wall, making her way into the monster nest.

"What do you see?" Lugor asked.

"A bunch of gnolls. Maybe fifteen or so. Five of them are wounded, so I'm assuming they're the ones that survived the beach. There's a big mean-looking one yapping at them, and– Oh."

"Oh?"

"The big one just killed one of the wounded ones. I'm assuming he's the alpha. Now he's heading back into one of the buildings."

Shiva cancelled the spell as Mollie hopped back over the wall. "I don't know if we can take this many."

Lugor drummed his fingers against his thigh. There had to be a solution. "Sandal, what's the max area of effect for Earthbreak?"

"Depends. If I pour a good chunk of mana into it, maybe a fifteen-foot radius."

"Could you still cast Firestorm afterward?"

Sandal frowned. "I could. Not for as long, mind you."

"That's fine." Lugor nodded. "I'm going to lure them all onto me and out of the houses. When they reach me, cast Earthbreak to disrupt them, then pour in a Firestorm. Shiva, use Bonestorm."

"Roger that."

Lugor got to his feet with a sigh. I know it was my idea, but one day it'd be nice for someone else to be the bait.

He dashed around the wall and sauntered down the rough dirt path leading into the village. Taking a deep breath, he beat his sword against his shield, the sound of metal hitting metal ringing out to the gnolls.

"Hey!" he shouted.

As one, the surprised monsters looked up.

"Come and get some!" Activating Bouncing Shield, he launched his shield at the closest gnoll, knocking it to the ground. He recalled the weapon to his arm and laughed at the monsters before turning and running.

Unable to ignore their baser instincts, the gnolls snarled and gave chase, quickly gaining ground on the fleeing half-orc.

I hope Sandal doesn't mess up the timing, or I'm dog meat!

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[15]

There's Gnoll Place Like Home

 

 

Level 13 Alpha Gnoll Shaman slain. + 1142 Experience Points.

"Healing Mist!"

"Thanks, Sandal," Lugor said, sighing in relief as the restoration magic washed over him.

"You're welcome. And hey! That healing just finished my level-up!"

"I'm surprised burning all those gnolls to a crisp didn't do it for you," Shiva said, wiping down her scythe with a scrap of cloth to remove the monster blood.

Sandal shrugged. "It definitely helped, that's for sure."

Lugor took a deep breath before getting to his feet, worn out from the battle. It had mostly gone off without a hitch; disposing of the grunts had been easy enough, but as it turned out, the alpha leading them had been a Shaman - and a strong one at that. He walked to the monster's corpse and inspected it, noting one of Shiva's bone spears jutting from its eye socket. It had taken them a while to wear it down so she could get a kill shot.

He crouched down and prised the Shaman's weapon from its paws. As he picked it up, he felt the familiar hum of a magical item.

"Inspect item."

Item: Elemental Hammer
Quality: Uncommon
Type: Mace (Magical)
Effects: +10 Mana Per Second, increased Elemental Spell effect.

Lugor let out a low whistle. It didn't exactly have the appearance of a magical item, and if he had to guess he assumed it was a personal creation of the Shaman. It looked like a regular Blacksmith's hammer, save for the wooden beads wrapped around the handle and the feathers hanging from the bottom. 

"Catch!" he shouted, throwing the thing to Sandal. The dwarf deftly plucked it from the air. "Looks like we just got you an upgrade."

"It's better than the club Stangar gave me, at least," Sandal said, inspecting the item with an approving look.

"Let's take a look around the village," Shiva suggested, sheathing her scythe. "Reckon there's any good loot around here?"

"Probably not," Lugor sighed. "This place looks pretty beaten up, but it can't hurt to have a scrounge around before we head back."

Splitting up, they picked their way through the buildings, looking for anything of use or value, but it looked like the gnolls had already scavenged anything of use. Any containers like chests of drawers had been ripped open, and old, moth-eaten clothes were strewn here and there. Lugor frowned as he picked a rough shirt up from the ground. Whoever built this place, it wasn’t the gnolls. But did the gnolls drive them away, or something else?

"Lugor! Come see this!" Shiva shouted from somewhere in the distance.

Putting the shirt back down, he made to leave the house he was looting before a crunch sounded underfoot. Lifting his foot, his eyes opened wide as he saw what he had trodden on.

A skull.

He grabbed the shirt from the bed and wrapped the skull in it, taking it to show his friends.

Stepping into the sun, he followed the source of the shout to see his friends standing outside one of the mostly-still-standing structures.

"What did you find?" Shiva asked as he approached.

He opened the shirt to reveal the skull.

"Is that human?" Sandal asked, standing on his tiptoes to get a better look.

"No," Shiva said, shaking her head and taking the bundle from Lugor's hands. A confused look came over her face. "This is an elven skull. You can tell from the angularity of the bone." She traced a finger over it, showing what she meant. "Human skulls are a lot more rounded, and slightly thicker."

"Can you tell what type of elf?" Lugor asked.

"Does it matter?"

"I'm just thinking it might help us piece together who might have lived here."

Shiva bit her lip. "High elf, wood elf, dark elf, who knows? They all look the same when they're dead."

Lugor took the skull back and tied it up in the shirt before sliding it into his void satchel. Peters would probably be interested to see it.

"What did you call me over for, anyway?" he asked, slipping the satchel onto his back.

"Take a look in there," Shiva said, gesturing towards the building.

He went inside, grinning at what was waiting for him. "Oh, hell yeah!"

Shiva had found the village smithy.

Lugor walked around the building, inspecting the forge. With a bit of work and some tender loving care, it looked like he might be able to put it back in working order. He picked up one of the hammers that had been knocked to the ground.

"Huh, that's weird," he mused, blowing the dust off the tool.

"What's weird?" Shiva had followed him in.

"This hammer isn't rusted at all," he said, showing it to her. "I would have expected some kind of wear after all the time it's been sitting here."

Shiva sighed. "Another mystery, great. That's not all I wanted to show you."

Joining Sandal outside, Lugor followed the dark elf across what appeared to be a town square.

"Look at this."

Sitting in the middle of the square was a closed-up well.

Lugor pushed the lid off the well and peered down the hole. "Think the gnolls tainted the well during their stay?"

"Only one way to find out." Shiva let the bucket fall, the crank turning with a groan after being idle for so long. When it landed in the water with a splash, she let the weighted bottom carry it down, allowing it to fill with water. Grabbing the crank, she started turning it in the opposite direction, bringing the bucket back up.

"Looks clean enough," Lugor said, inspecting the water. Throwing caution to the wind, he grabbed the bucket and raised it to his lips, taking a tentative sip. The liquid washed down his throat and he smacked his lips.

"Well?" Shiva asked.

"Tastes clean enough. It's cold, too."

"Good, then hand it over." Shiva took the bucket from him and drank a share as well before handing it to the dwarf, who gulped the water down eagerly.

"Looks like we just solved our water problem."

"That's not all we found," Shiva said, leading him to another building.

"There's more?"

"Oh, yeah."

They walked into a small hut, revealing an alchemical laboratory.

"I'm surprised the gnolls didn't destroy all this," Lugor commented as he ran his hand over a glass alchemy flask.

"They like shiny stuff; they probably thought it was treasure."

Lugor picked up a leather-bound tome from a desk in the corner. Flipping through the pages, he found it filled with a script he couldn't understand. "Either of you know what this is?"

Sandal shook his head, but Shiva let out a gasp.

"You recognise it?"

"Sort of," she said slowly, scanning the pages. "It looks... like dark elf script. But a bastardised version of it. Parts of it make sense and some of it looks almost jumbled."

"So the skull Lugor found belonged to a dark elf?" Sandal pondered.

"Most likely," the half-orc said with a shrug. "Doesn't mean we're any closer to figuring out who used to live here."

"I might have an idea," Shiva murmured.

"What?"

She carefully closed the book, holding it close to her chest like it was a delicate object. "As the dark elf legends go, we arrived on the main continent a few hundred years ago, on a ship with maybe two or three hundred of us on it. The exact number has faded from memory as the story was passed down, but we've always been a race few in number, and we've diluted over the years as we interbred with other elves and humans."

"I did wonder why I've never seen many dark elves around," Sandal piped up.

"Supposedly, once, long ago, there were thousands of us. According to the stories, we had a great civilisation across an island we called Karnath'or."

"What does that translate to in Common?"

Shiva shook her head. "Haven't a clue. I don't know if the name means anything, really. But the stories passed down through the generations suggest that we had to flee after a cataclysmic event, with barely any survivors save the hundreds on the ship that found its way to the main continent."

Lugor leant back against the desk and let out a breath he didn't know he'd been holding. "So what you're trying to say is..."

"I think we found the birthplace of the dark elves," Shiva said breathlessly, tears of joy brimming in her eyes. "I think this is Karnath'or."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[16]

Changing Places

 

 They stood in silence as they digested Shiva's words.

"This is insane," she said, wiping her eyes to remove the tears threatening to spill over. "When I was a little girl, I always dreamed of going looking for Karnath'or, but I never thought it would actually happen. I wish my parents could see me now, standing on the ground that birthed our whole race."

Lugor shot a concerned look at Sandal before turning to Shiva. "I know you're excited, but we don't know for sure that this is Karnath'or."

"But it has to be!" Shiva said excitedly. "We thought Karnath'or was gone, but this book has dark elf writings in it, even if they're a bit messed up. Our language and scripture must have changed over the years as we added to it or forgot things. And that elven skull we found; it all adds up!"

"It's not the worst theory I've ever heard," Sandal admitted. "Either way, we should probably head back to the beach. It's getting late and we should let everyone know what we've found. Peters is probably going to want to see the skull and the book. Finding out that we’ve possibly landed on the lost isle of Karnath'or would probably help cheer up the miserable sod."

"He can have the skull, but the book is mine," Shiva growled, clutching it protectively to her chest. "This is a valuable relic of my ancestry and I will not let him sell it off."

"I don't think we have a choice, Shiva," Lugor said. "It's his expedition."

"It's my history," she countered. "And he has a choice, either let me keep the book or get clocked in the jaw." With that, the Necromancer left the laboratory, leaving Lugor and Sandal behind.

Sandal blinked. "Well, this should be fun."

"Come on," Lugor sighed. "Let's get back to the others. At any rate, I imagine we'll be back soon enough. With a working well and some easily repairable buildings, combined with the alchemy station and the forge, we'll probably be moving in tomorrow."

They caught up to Shiva and retraced their path through the forest. Now that they didn’t have to take it slow, they made it back in nearly half the time. Not needing to stay stealthy as they tracked the gnolls allowed them to travel at a much faster pace through the woods.

Once they got back to the beach, they drank in the impressive sight before them. Work on the lean-tos had been replaced with work on defences, sharpened logs of wood lining the sand to help delay any more monsters that might attack. They got eyeful of Stangar slamming a stake into the ground and Lugor grinned.

"He's probably going to be less than pleased about all his hard work being in vain," he commented as they approached their handler.

"How did it go?" Stangar called as they came closer.

"It was fine," Lugor said. "One gnoll nest removed."

"That's good," Stangar said with relief. "We've been preparing the area in case any came back while you were out hunting them down."

"We can see that," Sandal said, casting an impressed look at the line of stakes. "But you might want to hold off on that for now."

"Why?"

"Let's get everyone together and we'll explain," Lugor said.

Stangar called for everyone to take a break, and together, they grabbed Magnus, Darren, and Captain Jonas before making their way to Peters.

"Why has everyone stopped?" the noble asked as they arrived. "Those defences won't build themselves."

"They'd have been built a lot quicker if you'd lifted a finger to help," Stangar muttered. Lugor silenced him, jabbing an elbow into his ribs.

"We found the gnoll nest," he explained. "We cleared them all out, but they were holed up in a ruined village on the plains on the other side of the forest."

Forestalling any more questions from the surprised group, Lugor explained what they had found after tracking the gnolls and taking them out. Ignoring Shiva's alarmed look, he told them about the elven skull they’d found, as well as the book.

"Basically," he said, "Shiva think's it's possible that this island is the birthplace of the dark elves, abandoned hundreds of years ago."

"Incredible," Peters murmured. "May I see the book, please?"

Shiva reluctantly passed it over to him.

"This could be worth a lot of money to the right buyer someday," Peters murmured as he flicked delicately through the pages.

"You can't have it," Shiva blurted out.

"Shiva!" Lugor said with alarm.

"It's dark elf history," she said, crossing her arms. "It belongs to me."

Peters eyed her coolly. "I funded this expedition, girl, everything we find here technically belongs to me.”

Shiva stared back, not backing down.

He held the book out to her. "But as it clearly means a great deal to you, and as a reward for clearing out those beasts, you may keep it." Peters jerked it back out of reach as she went to take it. "On one condition."

"What's that?" Shiva asked, eyes narrowed.

"You will take the time to translate the contents of this tome. If you find anything of great use or value, you make a copy in the Common script and hand the copy to me."

"Deal," Shiva said, taking the book back and stowing it in Lugor's void satchel.

"Gather all your men and collect what supplies we have," Peters ordered as he faced the leaders of each group. "It appears it would be wise for us to move into the ruined village now that the gnolls have been removed, especially since we will have a source of clean water there. I should hope it will be more easily defensible as well."

"What about the ocean?" Jonas asked with a frown. "We have access to a good amount of food from her bounty here at the shore."

"We will switch to hunting game in the forest and on the plains," Peters said. "But you're right, it would be unwise to give up access to such plentiful amounts of fish and crab. We'll send people back here to collect some daily."

"That could prove dangerous," Stangar said. "We don't know what other monsters are lurking around here."

"Which is why you and your apprentices will escort those gathering food here," Peters said. "If not you, then my steward will do so. Now, if there's nothing else to discuss, I must collect my things."

Peters walked away, steward in tow.

"Is it me, or is he finally acting like a leader?" Darren asked.

"Took him long enough." Stangar snorted with laughter. "Come on, let's go tell everyone their work here was wasted. Time to move into our new home!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[17]

Past Matters

 

 Lugor awoke with a groan, a firm tapping on his head disturbing him from sleep. He looked up to see Shiva crouching over him, a grin plastered on her face.

"Morning, sleepyhead," she teased. "Glad to see you and Sandal are as close as ever, though I didn't realise Stangar had joined your little love nest."

With a frown, Lugor looked down and realised he'd ended up spooning Sandal in the night. The dwarf, in turn, currently had his arms wrapped around the Goliath's giant form.

"Hey, I don't have any shame," he replied, untangling himself from the pile and sitting up. "Last night was cold as hell."

"It's warmer now with the sunup; I've been up for an hour already. We need to head out soon for a fishing run with Jonas and some of his men."

"Should I wake the other two?" 

“Nah. Peters wants Sandal here to help power the mana constructor, and we can handle ourselves for a morning without Stangar.”

Lugor got out of bed, gasping in pain as his back twinged.

Shiva eyed him as he rubbed the sore spot. "Getting old?"

"I'll just be happy once I finally get to sleep on a proper bed," he grumbled. Shiva had called dibs on the bed, and none of the three men were in a position to complain.

The dark elf lifted her shirt slightly to show him her side, which was riddled with red marks. "You're welcome to it. Damn thing was crawling with bed bugs. I've never been this itchy in my life."

Lugor smiled. "Serves you right for demanding the bed. Maybe you should take a swim while we're at the beach, the saltwater might help clear them up."

"That's what I'm planning," she said with a nod. "Come on, let's get going."

After strapping on his gear, Lugor left the chilly, run-down house they'd claimed and stepped outside, the morning sun warming him slightly. As he looked around, it seemed like most of the expedition was still asleep. One lone member of Magnus's worker team was sitting in front of a fire, slowly stirring a cooking pot they'd found in the village, while the guards assigned to keep second watch during the night were dotted around the perimeter, looking slightly worse for wear. 

"Morning, Jax," Lugor said, spotting the young guard sitting on a half-destroyed wall and leaning wearily on his spear.

"Morning," he grumbled back. "Don't suppose you're here to take over my watch."

"Afraid not, we're going fishing."

"Nice for some," Jax replied with a shiver. "How did you manage to get out of keeping watch during the night?"

"Peters reckoned we deserved a little treat for clearing out the gnolls." Lugor was briefly interrupted as Shiva came over, holding two mugs of hot liquid. "What's this?" he asked, giving the mug a tentative sniff. It smelled great, at least.

"We found some of these berries last night, and with my Herbalism skill I discovered they have the properties required for a stamina potion. Just straight boiling them isn't the most efficient, but it's a great pick-me-up on a cold morning." The dark elf took a sip from her mug and hummed contently.

Lugor took a mouthful of his drink and swallowed, then broke into a coughing fit. Shiva laughed as he caught his breath.

"Are you sure this is safe to drink?" he asked, face turning red. "It’s bitter as hell!"

Jax took Lugor's mug and drank, smacking his lips together. "Tastes fine to me. Mind if I have it?"

Lugor nodded, waving his hand. "You're welcome to it if it gets that nasty stuff away from me."

"Quite a few people I've given it to had the same reaction, so it's not just you," Shiva said. "It's helped me think of a name for the berries, at least."

"Oh yeah?" Lugor raised his eyebrows. "What's that?"

Shiva grinned. "Coughee berries."

The half-orc rolled his eyes at his companion and sat next to Jax on the wall, watching the sun rise higher in the sky. After a short while, Jonas emerged from the village, a few of his crew in tow.

"Good morning, Lugor, Shiva, Jax," the captain greeted each of them in turn. "Is Sandal not joining us this morning? His command over the water is most impressive, and is very helpful in collecting fish."

"Sandal is staying behind to help power the mana constructor," Shiva explained. "Peters wants all the houses patched up with wood collected from the forest. Apparently, using the constructor is really resource-intense, and requires a lot of mana to work."

"Ah. We shall continue as we are then, my friend. Shall we depart?"

Lugor nodded and accepted a spear for fishing. He took point during the trek through the forest, with Shiva bringing up the rear. Although apparently the sailors weren't incapable of defending themselves. As they walked, Lugor chatted with Jonas, and was surprised to find that many of them already had a class.

"Why did Peters need to hire us if you're all capable of combat?" he asked as they progressed through the trees. He paused briefly to use his sword to carve an ‘X’ into the tree, marking the path so it would be easy for the other groups to follow when they made the trip themselves.

"Just because we have classes does not mean we are suited to Adventurer work," Jonas said, ducking under a low-hanging branch. "Pretty much all of us have either the Swashbuckler or Duellist classes. They're great for ship combat, but we have no experience in dungeon delving or fighting a broad variety of monsters."

"You all handled yourselves well against the harpies, though," Lugor commented as they finally exited the treeline and emerged onto the beach, the ocean waves glittering in the morning sun.

"We've fought harpies many times during our voyages; those gnolls yesterday are a different story."

"Gnolls aren't so bad," Lugor said as he shrugged off his satchel and laid it in the sand. "They're aggressive and un-coordinated, which makes their fighting style predictable."

"Pirates are similar," Jonas said, flashing a brilliant white smile. "Having said that, some of them can be very tricky, so you have to keep your guard up." The captain paused for a moment to roll up his breeches, revealing a brand on his leg of a ship’s wheel with two cutlasses through it, the white burn standing out on his otherwise-dark skin.

"What is that mark?" Lugor asked. "When I first met Matthias, I saw that he has one just like it."

"Ah," Jonas said, watching his crew wade into the water to begin collecting the sea-life. "It is a memory of a darker time. I did not think I ever would be, but I am grateful to have it."

"You don't have to talk about it if you don't want to," Lugor said quietly. "I shouldn't pry."

"Not at all," Jonas said. "I don't mind. This is the brand you receive to mark you when you are arrested for piracy."

"You were a pirate!?" Lugor exclaimed. 

"Long ago, when I was a young boy."

"So that means Matthias was a pirate too," the half-orc wondered. "I'd heard rumours at the Academy, but he seemed..."

"Too nice?" Jonas asked, leaning against his spear. When Lugor nodded, he continued, "Matthias is a good man at heart, but we have indeed done some terrible things. When we were boys, we ran away from home. A pirate king found us and took us in. We were on his crew ‘til our early twenties, until the pirate king's death."

"What happened?"

"Matthias drove a sword through his heart. We had wanted to leave for a long time, but the king forbade it. Then one day we were set upon by a ship containing a band of Adventurers. Seizing the opportunity for freedom, Matthias killed the king in hope of gaining favour with our attackers. Their leader wanted to execute us regardless, but Maric talked him out of it."

"So that's how those two met!" Lugor exclaimed. "It’s weird how they went from fighting each other to becoming close friends."

Jonas laughed. "Matthias saw the light that shone through Maric and swore to follow him to the ends of the Earth if he asked it of him. Myself... I turned to more legal pursuits. Joined a crew willing to take me on and worked my way up."

"Still can't believe Matthias used to be a pirate." Lugor paused as a thought occurred to him. "Did he ever kill people?"

"When he had no choice," Jonas said. "He tried hard to save whomever we defeated when he could, but I think the things he was forced to do to survive have left a heavy stain on his heart. He's been working hard to make amends ever since. Have you ever needed to kill another enlightened being?"

Lugor shook his head. "I fought a Necromancer once, when I first got my class, but he fled."

"Do you think you could kill another enlightened? If you had to?"

The half-orc thought for a moment, looking out to sea. "I’d like to think I could, if I had to. If someone attacks me, or those I'm meant to protect, then they need putting down. That doesn't mean I wouldn't have hard feelings about it afterwards, though."

Jonas clasped a hand on Lugor's shoulder. "When Peters told me he would be bringing a half-orc along, I thought it was a terrible idea. I told him it would cause disharmony in my crew and amongst the rest of the expedition."

"I'm hoping there's a 'but' following that statement."

"But," Jonas continued with a grin, "you have proven me wrong. Everyone saw your drive to help that guardsman Jax fit in with the rest of them. We all saw you fight to defend us, and take charge when Peters did not. You and your friends risked yourselves to save what meagre supplies you could. Everyone talks about you, and they're only saying good things."

Lugor smiled. "I hope I continue to be worthy of the praise, but I also had great teachers. Matthias always told me that as a half-orc, my actions would speak louder than words."

"You were lucky he found you." Jonas looked out to sea. "I pray I might see him again one day. It's been too many years," he said wistfully.

"You will."

Jonas took his hand off Lugor's shoulder. "Enough idle talk. We must help collect food for our new home." 

"I'll join you soon." Lugor nodded toward Shiva, who was standing still in the water with a spear in hand, waiting for fish to come close. "We figured at least one of us should stay in armour in case we're attacked again.

"A wise thought," Jonas called over his shoulder as he stepped into the water. "As amusing as it was, fighting in your underwear is not a good look for you!"

Lugor laughed as Jonas strayed further out to sea. As he watched the sailors begin collecting fish and other sea life, a thought occurred to him.

We wouldn't have to come out here daily if we had some way of preserving the food, he mused. I wonder if there's a way of easily collecting the salt from the sea. Would go a long way towards bolstering our food reserves if we couldn't come out here for some reason.

"What's on your mind?" Jonas dropped a sack full of fish onto the sand, the bag moving slightly as the fish flopped about.

"I was just wondering if there was a way for us to get salt from the sea. We could use it to make our extra catches last a bit longer, especially if we start taking down game in the forest."

"Hmm." Jonas shook his head to get rid of the water clinging to his braids. "That's actually a good idea. All we need to do is boil seawater down until most of it has evaporated, then leave it in the sun for a day or two. The only trouble would be collecting enough water to cure meat effectively."

"I could use the remaining barrels that we managed to save from the ship," Lugor suggested. "Now that we've nearly emptied them of food, we can repurpose them."

"Carrying barrels of water will not be easy," Jonas warned. "It is quite a distance to the village."

Lugor kicked his void satchel, which was still laying on the sand. "Not if I use this."

Jonas shrugged. "It's worth a try. Preventing excess food from rotting will be of great use."

Once the other sailors had finished filling their own bags with fish, they headed back through the trees, the sun now fully out. 

The day isn't over yet, Lugor thought, a slight giddiness taking over him. I've got a forge to fix up!
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Forging a Future

 

 "You look rough as hell," Lugor commented to Sandal as he walked up to the tired-looking dwarf.

"That's ‘cause I feel rough as hell," came the reply.

Lugor recoiled as a wave of bad breath washed over him. "Gods, what the hell have you been eating?" he asked, waving a hand in front of his nose.

"Witchroot," Sandal said. "We ran out of mana potions after the shipwreck; I had to drink them all to carry on healing the wounded. As it turns out, powering the mana constructor requires a lot of spellpower, so I've been chewing the witchroot we found yesterday to restore my mana."

Now that he mentioned it, Lugor could definitely smell the herb. It had a strong garlic-onion scent, one he recalled from the Herbalism lessons at the Academy.

"We'll get Shiva to start working on some more potions this afternoon," the half-orc said, subtly stepping back from the smelly dwarf. "I need to restore the forge to working order as well."

As if summoned, the dark elf emerged from a nearby building and greeted them. "Hey guys, what's-" She stopped in her tracks and took a disapproving sniff. "What the hell died here?"

"Sandal's been eating witchroot to restore his mana."

"And it's been hell on my stomach," Sandal chimed in, a low grumble emerging from his midsection.

"You'd better not stink out the room tonight," Shiva joked. "If I hear so much as a squeak from your rear you're sleeping outside."

"If you have a problem with the smell, then you can deal with it," Sandal groused. "Can you get started on making some more potions? We're completely out."

"I think I have one on me, actually." Shiva withdrew a vial holding the blue liquid of a mana potion from a pouch on her belt and handed it to the dwarf, who accepted it eagerly.

"Thanks."

"Don't mention it. Have this as well, you could really use it." Shiva pulled out a bunch of mint she'd found on her way back to the village. Sandal took it and chewed the leaves, fixing his horrific breath.

Leaving his friends to their work, Lugor headed into the village proper, impressed with how much had been achieved in the few hours they'd been gone. Magnus and Sandal had clearly been working hard with the mana constructor; a fair few buildings had been fixed up with lumber taken from the nearby forest. He passed by Stangar on his way to the forge, the Goliath dropping the remains of a small tree onto a pile.

"How's it going?" Lugor asked as the Berserker grabbed a drink from the well.

"Good," Stangar replied, a sheen of sweat covering his body. The morning sun was high in the sky, and he'd forsaken a shirt in favour of going topless. "We've been collecting as much wood as possible for the repairs. Thankfully, with the mana constructor we don't need to turn the wood we collect into planks, it does it all for us."

"That's convenient."

"Not really," Stangar replied with a frown. "Well, it is, but it's not an instant process. It also uses up a heck of a lot of mana, so we can only build this quickly based on Sandal's mana reserves. Magnus tried telling me all about equivalent exchange or something like that and I just zoned out."

"You're not big on magic, are you?"

"Nah. Sure, a big spell looks impressive, but I've always been a supporter of just hitting things ‘til they're dead."

Lugor let out a low chuckle at the Berserker's words. The Goliath reminded him of his old Blacksmithing mentor Garrol. They both had a very straightforward and blunt way of speaking.

Stangar returned to chopping wood, so Lugor entered the forge, a musty smell filling his nose as he stepped into the room. He ran a loving hand over an anvil, frowning as his hand came away caked in dust.

"Let's get you cleaned up," he said to the room.

Grabbing an old broom that had been knocked to the floor, he inspected the item. It seemed the Blacksmith who had owned the forge had made his tools to last, as instead of wood, the handle of the broom was made of a light metal. Lugor was thankful, as it was likely any tool made from wood would have rotted away over the years.

He moved around the room, collecting all the stray debris and dust that had accumulated over the years. Dragging the broom along the floor, he hummed a nameless tune, relaxing into the familiar feeling. Most of the first few months of his apprenticeship with Garrol had been spent cleaning and keeping the forge tidy before the man had deemed him worthy of working with him.

Floor done, he turned his attention to collecting the tools scattered around the room. As he piled them on a now dust-free workbench, he noticed that each of them had a faint blue sheen.

"Inspect item," he said as he picked up a hammer.

 

Item: Mana-Mithril Hammer
Quality: Uncommon
Type: Crafting Tool
Effects: Imparts improved effects on items crafted.

 

Mana-mithril, huh? Lugor thought. I wonder if there's a mine nearby where they collected ore, or if they had it delivered. Maybe I'll ask Peters to let us go searching for it tomorrow.

He was interrupted from his thoughts when a rough knocking sounded from the entrance. Turning, he saw Jax poking his head in.

"Looks good in here," the young guard said approvingly as he walked into the room. "Nice work."

"Thanks; still need to fix up the main forge, though," Lugor replied. "I need to see if that charcoal kiln over there works, too. If we had a supply of coal it'd be better to use that, as it burns cleaner and hotter, but charcoal will do. Not like we're gonna run low on wood any time soon."

"I always wanted to learn Blacksmithing," Jax said, picking up one of the tools and twirling it in his hand.

Lugor's eye twitched as Jax put the tool back down somewhere different to where he’d found it. Garrol had always thrown something at him when he'd done that, so he'd developed an OCD attitude regarding how his work area should look.

"I could teach you," he offered, putting the tool back in its proper place. "I remember Magnus saying that the profession masters he'd brought along perished in the shipwreck, so we need to train up some volunteers."

"That'd be awesome!"

"Can you ask around later and see if anyone else wants to join? I could probably only manage to train three or four of you; this building won't fit any more."

"Couldn't you rotate different groups?" Jax asked.

Lugor shrugged. "Probably, but then I'd be stuck in the forge all day, and I need to head out of the village most days to scout the area."

"Fair enough."

There was a brief silence and suddenly something occurred to Lugor. "Hang on, why are you here? You were on guard half the night; you should be in bed."

Jax raised a shaking hand and grinned sheepishly. "Yeah, I couldn't sleep. I had a few more mugs of coughee before my shift ended and apparently that stuff really packs a punch. My heart feels like it's going to beat out of my chest."

"Told you that stuff was bad," Lugor replied with a smile. "Shiva's in the alchemy lab now; tell her I sent you and ask her if there's any kind of sedative potion or herb she can give you to help."

"Will do, thanks." 

With a wave, the guard left the forge and Lugor continued tidying up. After another hour, he was finally done. Every surface had been cleared of dust, and all the tools had been organised. He checked the charcoal kiln and was happy to see it looked to be in working order, so he filled it up with wood he took from the stack Stangar and some of the workers were slowly building. Stangar grumbled about Lugor taking from his pile, but let him off the hook once he told him what it was for.

He leaned back against a workbench and looked over the room contently, uttering a silent thank you to the Smith who had built the forge. It really was of excellent quality.

"Agh!"

Lugor grabbed his head as a sudden pressure exploded between his temples, the orc soul rearing up. He gritted his teeth and used the techniques Stangar had taught him to push it back down.

He licked his dry lips and spat, "Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 70%

 

His heart sank. Whatever those bursts of energy are, they're accelerating the Awakening by an absurd amount.

He drummed his fingers against his leg before hopping off the workbench and making a decision.

He needed to find the source of the energy bursts and put a stop to them.

Before it was too late.
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Home Invasion

 

Lugor awoke with a start, breathing in short, ragged breaths. Another nightmare.

It had been a week since they'd landed on the shores of Karnath'or and had set up shop in the village they'd cleared of the gnolls. The pulses hastening his Awakening had slowed considerably, but since they’d started, he'd had a nightmare almost every night.

He wiped his brow, frowning as he felt the sweat come free of his skin. He'd have to wash again today. He shivered as the cold night air brushed over him, the sweat quickly cooling on his skin. Thanks to Sandal and the worker crew, most of the houses, including theirs, had had all their holes patched up with wooden planks created with the mana constructor. However, the fireplace was still out of commission, filled with rubble from the collapsed chimney. They could keep the rain out, but not the cold.

He had just started sliding out of his bedroll when a hand latched onto his arm.

"What are you doing?" Shiva asked, yawning quietly.

"It's just a nightmare," he whispered. "I'm going to go get some air, go back to sleep."

"But you're waaaarrrrrrm," she whined.

Lugor laughed softly before gently extricating himself from her clutches. After she'd been bitten all over by the bed-bugs, Shiva had opted to sleep on the floor with him and Sandal, and Stangar had taken the bed. Their handler was confident that the bugs would leave him alone.

Lugor looked at the sleeping Goliath, who was sprawled out on the too-small bed, snoring gently. They probably don't like the smell, he thought wryly. The three novices took a dip in the ocean at least every other day, but their new mentor's bathing habits appeared to be either once a week, or when it rained.

Stepping outside, Lugor crossed his arms and held them against his chest in a vain attempt to keep warm. Making a loop around the village, he used Stangar's rage training to try to clear his head, breathing deeply as he walked. His nightmares mostly consisted of his orc soul seizing control and sending him on a murderous rampage.

As he thought about the orc soul nestled somewhere within him, he felt it stirring. In the early days of his Awakening, everything had felt completely normal, but as the percentage inched closer to a hundred, the thing became more and more active. He pushed those thoughts to the back of his mind as he caught sight of Darren keeping watch.

"How's the watch going?" Lugor asked as he drew to a stop next to the guard captain.

Darren nodded tiredly. "It's going. Nothing particularly exciting to report. Why are you out and about?"

"Nightmare."

"Ah. I'd try to get some more sleep if I were you; there's still plenty of hours ‘til dawn."

Lugor looked up at the sky, trying to guess what time it was by the position of the moon. However, the night sky was covered over by a thick cloud that totally obscured the moon and stars, making the task impossible.

"Do you know what time it is?" he asked the guard.

"One or two in the morning, I think, but-"

Lugor held up a hand, interrupting the man. "Shh, do you hear that?"

Darren frowned as he listened, though Lugor couldn't see that in the dark. "I don't hear anything."

"Exactly." The hairs on Lugor's neck stood on end. The night had fallen completely silent. There were no insects making noise, and no birds hooting in search of prey. "Something's not right," he whispered.

"What do we do?" Darren asked. Though he lacked the senses of a levelled Adventurer, the guard had quickly learned to trust Lugor's intuition during their stay on the island.

"Keep an eye out, but act normal," Lugor murmured. "I'm going to rouse everyone."

The half-orc retreated into the village, leaving Darren to keep watch, and opened the door to one of the houses the other guardsmen had claimed. Jax was lying, sound asleep, near the entrance, so Lugor knelt and shook his shoulders. "Jax, wake up!"

The human started and grabbed his spear, which was on the ground next to him. "Whassat?" he asked, bleary eyed. "Oh, it's you, Lugor, why are you here?"

"I think something's out in the plains. I need you to quietly wake the other guards and get your gear on.”

"You want me to wake all of them?"

Lugor nodded and left Jax to his task, then headed back to his room to wake his fellow Adventurers. There was some grumbling as he woke them up, but they stopped when they heard the serious tone in his voice.

"You know, if we don't get attacked by something tonight, I'm going to be pissed that you dragged me out of bed," Shiva muttered as she pulled on her gear.

Sandal rolled his eyes. "Great, now you've jinxed it." The dwarf cast a low-light version of his Flare ability, lending a dim glow to the room so they could see better.

"You just couldn't help yourself, could you," Stangar chided her.

Lugor ignored the banter and looked at Mollie, the skeletal cat stretching as it emerged from under the bed. "Hey Shiva, did you finish that new form for Mollie?"

The dark elf had been working on her new Boneshaping ability in the spare time she could find away from the alchemy lab. Lugor had often seen her in an almost-trance, manipulating an image only she could see.

"Finished it yesterday. Check it out," Shiva replied. She held out a hand toward her pet and cast a spell. "Boneshaping: Form two."

Bones dragged themselves out from a sack next to the bedrolls, wrapping themselves around the undead cat. Her regular body came apart as the Boneshaping ability did its work.

As the spell changed Mollie's form, Sandal was looking aghast at the sack of bones. "You kept a bag of bones next to our bed!?"

Shiva shrugged. "Let's face it, it's not the worst thing that's ever been kept in our room."

Stangar chuckled. "You're some weird kids, you know that?"

Their conversation was interrupted as Mollie's transformation finished, and Lugor let out a low whistle. "That's one badass looking cat."

Mollie let out a low rumble from her chest at the compliment. Her usual appearance was that of a regular housecat, minus the skin and fur. The new form Shiva had shaped for her increased her to the size of a large panther, with hefty claws to match. The only strange thing was the small bones jutting out from her sides.

"What are those?" Lugor pointed, just barely able to make them out in the gloom.

"Footholds," Shiva said, rubbing Mollie's head. "It won't be super comfortable, but I should be able to use her as a mount if I need to."

"I'm surprised you don't have more minions," Stangar said as he pulled on a boot. "Don't Necromancers usually have a few?"

"I focus on the spellcasting side of things," Shiva said. "Raising the dead is unnatural; Mollie's a special case. Also, sustaining multiple minions reduces my maximum mana."

"Enough talk," Lugor said. "Everyone ready?"

They nodded and the group left the building. Mollie padded softly behind them, her bone claws making the occasional clack as they struck a loose stone. They met Darren on the outskirts of the small village.

"The other guards have taken up positions within the village," Darren murmured, not taking his eyes away from the darkness in front of them. "We figured if there's anything out there, we don't want to tip them off that we think something's up."

"Smart thinking," Stangar said. "You three stay here. I'm going to go the other side of the village and keep an eye on things there."

They stood out in the cold night for another half an hour, waiting patiently.

"Are you sure you felt something out there?" Sandal asked, hopping from foot to foot to alleviate the cold.

Lugor stared into the darkness. His blood was running hot. A fight was coming. "Something's out there," he said, listening intently as the sound of grass being trodden whispered across the plains.

Acting quickly, he drew up his status screen, visible only to him. He looked at the remaining skill point he'd yet to allocate and recalled Karl's advice to start focusing on increasing his Champion skills. He willed the information for his Inspiration ability, the staple of the Champion class, to appear.

 

Inspiration, Rank 1 (Champion Passive)
Effect: Damage, Damage Reduction and Stats are improved by 1% per level of this skill. The number of available sources of Inspiration is increased by 10 for every level of this skill.
Current Inspiration Acquired: 10/10
Rank Two Requirement: Level 10 Champion

 

Lugor willed his spare ability point to increase his Inspiration rank.

 

You are now receiving the effects of Inspiration: 20/20

 

His eyebrows shot up in surprise as the notification appeared. Looks like the guards are boosting Inspiration to its max capacity. That increase in stats and damage reduction should come in handy!

He closed his status screen as the clouds covering the moon finally dispersed, casting white light over the plains. Lugor could just about make out the shifting shapes slowly advancing towards them. The moonlight began catching sets of eyes, leaving an ominous sea of orbs heading their way.

"What the hell are those things?" he murmured, taking a firm grip on his sword and pulling it from its sheath. A great roar erupted from the host before them as they were exposed, and the figures began charging toward them.

He grabbed Darren's arm and shouted, "Sound the alarm, we're under attack!"

White-faced, the guard captain ran back to the main part of the village, hollering at the top of his lungs. The time for subtlety had passed.

"Should I cast Flare?" Sandal asked, magic already pooling in his hand.

"Do it."

Sandal barked an incantation and pointed to the sky, a ball of light erupting from the tip of his finger and soaring into the air without a sound. He must have cast the spell at full strength, as it blazed with a bright red light that illuminated the entire village and most of the surrounding area.

The flare brought their enemy into full view, and Lugor's stomach dropped. Charging toward them were many different beasts of all shapes and sizes. Leading the assault was a band of big cats, but not as Lugor knew them. These creatures were bigger than they had any right to be, their strong muscles rippling as they ran.

And they looked hungry for blood.
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Discovery

 

"We should retreat," Sandal gulped, inching backwards as the host approached.

Lugor shook his head. "We'll hold here. I've got a plan."

The beasts charged towards them, gnashing their teeth. Above them flew large birds of prey, their cries filling the air.

"I hope it's a good plan," Shiva muttered, summoning bone spears and planting them in the ground in front of them as a makeshift defence. The wooden barriers erected earlier in the day would help to slow the creatures down, but that was all they did. The expedition had been working on erecting palisades around the small village, but they hadn’t had enough wood, and there wasn't enough mana in Sandal and Shiva's reserves to complete it in a single day.

"Here they come!" Sandal warned, preparing a spell.

"Hold fire!" Lugor barked, blood pumping fast through his veins.

"But-"

"Hold!"

As the beasts reached them, Lugor stepped forward and raised his shield, activating one of his recently acquired skills. "Barrier!"

 

Barrier (Shield Skill)
Requirement: Level 1 in Shield Proficiency
Effect: Ethereal copies of your shield spread out, providing a shield wall in a 180-degree arc for three seconds.

 

Translucent copies of his shield spread out from his arm, creating an impenetrable barrier around him and his friends. There was a satisfying crunch as the creatures rammed the barrier, unable to stop in time. They crushed against each other as their charge was suddenly halted, and Lugor counted down from three. As soon as the timer on the skill was up, he roared, "Now!"

The barriers dissipated into the air and were replaced with a barrage of spells from Sandal and Shiva. The bone spears she’d embedded in the ground came to life and shot into the bunched-up enemies, while Sandal threw a wind spell at them to disorient the beasts before casting Earthbreak, ruining their footing. Lugor thrust his sword forward and activated the Fireball spell enchanted into the blade, throwing the animals into the air with roars of pain and the unpleasant smell of burning fur.

"Look out!" Shiva shouted.

Lugor ducked as a giant bird of prey swooped down to savage him with its claws, but Mollie was there to meet it, using her new form to leap into the air and gouge her claws into the monster's wings. They went tumbling to the ground behind him and began clawing at each other, the bird unable to take off as long as Mollie kept the pressure on it.

Sandal was fervently keeping the enemy at bay by pushing them back with the winds, but the ones outside his area of effect began spilling around them, ignoring the three Adventurers in favour of the easier pickings further into the village.

"They're getting past us!" Sandal exclaimed as he dodged an oversized panther. It leapt over him, heading straight to the centre of the village.

Further behind them, Lugor could hear shouts of panic and the clashing of monsters against shields. Overriding the din was Stangar yelling taunts at the beasts, trying to direct their attention away from the weaker guardsmen.

"We need to deal with these ones first!" Lugor replied, activating Shield Bash and charging into a crazed giant turkey. It gobbled as it was knocked back, and he would have laughed at the bizarre sight if not for the fact that said turkey was currently trying to peck his eyes out. They pushed the remaining beasts back, unable to land any killing blows. Fortunately for them, the monsters seemed to have had enough and retreated back into the darkness, away from the light of the flare.

There was a pained squawk as Mollie finally got the upper hand on the giant eagle she’d taken out of the sky, sinking her fangs into its neck and finishing it off. She dragged it over to Shiva, proudly presenting the corpse to her mistress.

"Good job," Shiva cooed, rubbing Mollie's head. "Who's a lethal killing machine? It's you! Yes, you are!"

Lugor coughed. "Shiva, there's still more in the town." He frowned as he caught sight of a metal band fixed around the creature's neck. He crouched down and removed it, cutting the bird's head off to slide it free. Multiple runes were etched into the cold metal. These look like enchanting runes, he thought. He stowed the collar in his belt pouch as they headed back to the town centre.

They turned a corner to see the guardsmen and Stangar doing their best to fend the creatures off. From what Lugor could see, there were no bodies on the ground, but many of the men were bleeding heavily. Peters' elven steward Priya was providing support, freezing the ground under the monsters’ feet to disrupt them.

"Nice to see her doing something useful for once," Shiva commented as they charged into the fray.

There was a shout as a panther leaped forward and sunk its teeth into a guard's leg, retreating and dragging the man with it.

Lugor swore. "Rush to Aid!"

He activated the skill and was sent sprinting across the ground at an unnatural pace. He tried to save the guard, but was body-checked by a giant bear, saliva dripping from its fangs. Lugor growled in frustration as more creatures filled the gap, blocking him off from the guard and forcing him to retreat to the defensive line.

"They keep doing that," Stangar said as Lugor fell in beside him. "We've lost four or five."

"Dead?"

Stangar shook his head as he dropped his axes. Crouching down, he threw the lynx currently leaping toward him over his head. There was a yowl as it soared through the air. "None dead that I know of, but they're dragging them off to who knows where. We can't act fast enough."

Before Lugor could react, a great snake lunged forward and sunk its fangs into his leg, finding an exposed gap in his armour. He hissed with pain and slashed at the creature, forcing it to let go of him before Stangar grabbed it by the midsection and hurled it back into the teeming masses before them.

The creatures regrouped, giving Lugor a chance to examine them. Each of them was wearing an iron collar inscribed with the same runes as the one he'd retrieved from the giant eagle.

As Lugor braced for another charge, the runes on the collars glowed bright white, and each monstrous beast growled with pain. As one, they shook their heads and began slowly moving backwards. He watched with curiosity as one bear remained, shaking with pain as the runes flared brighter. Lugor stared into the creature's eyes as they reflected the light of the flare.

The bear stared back, letting out a soft whine.

I've seen you before, Lugor thought. He stepped forward, holding out a hand.

"What are you doing?" Stangar asked, gripping his axe.

Lugor ignored his handler, reaching out to the bear. "I won't hurt you."

The bear whined again as the runes flared once more.

He stared into the creature's eyes. They didn't look like any bear that Lugor knew of. They were brown and warm, with a clear intelligence behind them. Those are human eyes!

As he realised that, memories came flooding into his mind. A hot stew on a cold winter day. Stories read to him when he caught influenza as a child. Teary eyes bidding him farewell. A hastily written letter telling him not to go looking for her.

"Mother," Lugor whispered, tears falling from his eyes.

The bear let out a whimpering sound, and it shed a single tear. The runes flared again, and the bear finally turned and ran, following the horde of beasts into the darkness.

Lugor was dimly aware of Stangar hurling one of his axes at the retreating figure. "Stop!" he cried, hurling his shield at the axe and knocking it off course. The bear continued unmolested into the night, the sound of its paws beating against the ground slowly disappearing into the distance.

"What was that about?" Stangar grabbed Lugor by the shoulders and shook him. "Have you gone mad!?"

"They're not monsters," Lugor said quietly, tears still falling down his face. "They're human."
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The Two of Us

 

"I have to go after them," Lugor said, breaking free of Stangar's grasp. He whistled and Mollie came bounding over. Swinging his leg over her back, he nestled his feet against the bone footholds Shiva had molded into the new form.

"You can't go alone, they'll tear you to shreds," Stangar snapped.

"I have to!" he replied. "That bear was my mother; I know it was!"

Shiva laid a hand on his shoulder. "Lugor, you're in no condition to go after them. Look at your leg."

Lugor looked down to see that the veins in his leg where the snake had gotten past his armour had turned a dark colour. Venom was spreading through him.

"We need to regroup," she continued. "And I need to get you an anti-venom."

The half-orc growled with frustration. "Dammit. Fine." He rolled off the skeletal cat and his leg buckled beneath him. Around him, he could see the non-combatant members of the expedition climbing down from the rooftops.

"Were they up there the whole time?" he asked as Sandal helped support him back to their room.

"Yeah," the dwarf replied, casting an eye at Peters. "It was Peters' idea; as soon as he heard we were under attack he moved everyone into hiding."

Lugor followed the dwarf's eyes toward the noble. The man in question was barking orders, helping to set up a triage area for the wounded. Nobody had been killed in the attack, but a fair few had been taken away by the beasts.

Once they made it back to their building, Sandal helped Lugor out of his armour before poking gently at his leg. "That doesn't look good." He cast Healing Mist, and while the venom wasn't purged, the effects did lessen slightly.

"Thanks," Lugor said, some of the pain fading from his body. "I'm fine in here; I'll wait for Shiva to bring me some anti-venom. Go help the others."

With a concerned look at him, Sandal left the room. Sometime later Shiva came in, holding a vial of green liquid.

"Take off your trousers," she ordered.

Lugor raised an eyebrow. "Excuse me?"

Shiva rolled her eyes. "I need to look at the wound, smartass."

He took off his trousers, leaving him in his undergarments. Shiva inspected his leg after handing him the vial. "Drink half of this."

Lugor quaffed the anti-venom, grimacing as the foul taste made its way down his throat.

"I'll have to apply some of it directly to the wound," Shiva explained. "Because the anti-venom isn't made from the creature that bit you, it'll be a while before it takes full effect."

"I don't have time for that; we need to go after those creatures!"

"Yeah, there's no way," Shiva said, shaking her head. "You need to rest, and we need to figure out our next move without acting rashly." She grabbed a knife she'd sterilised over the fire, opening the wound in Lugor's leg before pouring some of the anti-venom into the cut and binding it tightly with a bandage. Lugor was so lost in his thoughts that he barely registered the sharp pain.

"Stangar said you thought the bear was your mother," Shiva said quietly as she tied off the cloth. "He assumed you were addled because of the venom."

"No," Lugor said. "I'd never forget her eyes. That bear... thing, whatever it is, it's her."

"It does sound a little crazy," Shiva said slowly. "But... it's not the craziest thing I've ever heard."

"Either way, not like I can prove it to anyone. She's gone again," he said miserably.

"We'll find her," Shiva said. "But we can't do it now. We need to take care of things here."

"I think it's connected to those pulses, the ones that caused the harpies, the kraken, and the gnolls to all attack us."

"You think we need to find the source of those pulses?" 

Lugor nodded. "Tomorrow. Come morning we need to go find out what's causing them, and get to the bottom of everything."

"In the meantime, get some sleep." Shiva picked up the knife and laid her hand on his. "If that really was your mother, we'll help you get her back. I promise."

"Thank you," he murmured.

They sat together on the floor for a minute, a comfortable silence enveloping them.

"You know," Shiva said, breaking the quiet, "I don't think it's been just the two of us alone together since we first met in the forest on our way to the Academy. It’s always been you, me and Sandal. The Saurians, too."

Lugor thought back to their first meeting. He'd been bitten by a giant spider, which had paralysed him with its venom. "Maybe we shouldn't be alone together; seems like every time we are, I'm poisoned by a monster."

Shiva laughed. "Maybe." She laced her fingers through his and quietly whispered, "But sometimes I think it'd be nice if it were just the two of us, for a little while." She leaned forward and gently kissed his forehead. "Get some rest."

The dark elf got to her feet and exited the building, leaving Lugor to sleep. He rubbed his brow as the coolness of her lips slowly faded.

I'd like that too.

He led back on the bedroll as the exhaustion of the battle and the venom finally caught up to him. For the first night in a while, he finally fell into peaceful sleep.
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High-Ho, Mollie!  Away

 

The morning after the attack, Peters called a meeting between the heads of each respective group outside his building. Darren, Magnus, Jonas and Lugor's group stood in a semi-circle facing the noble.

 "So, you think these… pulses are behind last night's attack?" Peters asked with a frown.

Lugor nodded. "It's a theory; I don't know for sure. But I think it's worth investigating."

"And if you leave the village, you'll be leaving us defenceless."

"Only two of us would go. Shiva and I will take Mollie and use her as a mount to scout the area and see if we can find the cause of the pulses. Plus, it wouldn't hurt to get a better lay of the land around the town."

"What am I, chopped liver?" Sandal grumbled.

"Mollie can only carry two people," Shiva said apologetically. "Even that's a bit of a stretch."

"We need one of you to stay behind anyway," Stangar said to the dwarf. "Last night proved we don't have anywhere near the kind of defences we need to repel further attacks."

"So I'm going to be a mana-battery again?" Sandal groaned. "I hope we've got some mana potions left. I don't want to go back to chewing witchroot all day if I can help it."

Shiva nodded. "We do. After we treated the wounded last night, I spent most of the early hours of the morning brewing more. There's a crate full of them in in the lab, take as many as you need."

"I'm impressed with you three," Stangar complimented. "You've got more initiative than most of the higher-levelled Adventurers I've travelled with."

"My steward Priya can help power the constructor as well," Peters offered as the elf in question looked up in surprise.

"I do not think that wise," Priya said slowly. "If we come under attack again, I won't be able to protect you to the best of my ability if-"

"The time for standing idly by has passed," Peters said sternly. "We must all do our part. Magnus, find me a place in the work crew, I'll help where I can."

Magnus looked up in surprise; he'd been mostly quiet thus far. "Uh, of course, sir. I must warn you, though, you may not be able to keep up."

Peters frowned. "I am not an invalid, but it's true I'm not as young as I used to be. Even if all I can do is dispense water or prepare the food, that will have to be enough."

Lugor gave Shiva a surprised look. It wasn't like Peters to help out. For most of the expedition he'd been sheltering in a building with his steward, not contributing any particular effort to helping repair the village's infrastructure.

Speaking of the steward, Lugor noticed she was staring at Peters with narrowed eyes, an almost hostile expression on her face. When she realised Lugor was watching her, she slipped back into her regular cool mask.

Weird, Lugor thought. Wonder what that's about?

"Come on," Shiva said, nudging him in the side. "Let's head out."

Lugor had wanted to leave before dawn, but the morning meeting had run longer than expected. Leaving the others to finish up, he whistled for Mollie and swung a leg over her, seating himself astride the skeletal creature.

"What do you think you're doing?" Shiva asked with a raised eyebrow.

He frowned at the question. "I'm... sitting?"

"Yeah, you're not sitting up front. Scooch over."

With a roll of his eyes, Lugor shuffled back, placing his feet on the extra footholds as Shiva slotted herself in front of him.

"Hold on tight," she warned.

He wrapped his arms around her midsection. "How fast can she go, anyway?"

"We're about to find out. Mollie, go!"

Lugor was thrown back slightly as their makeshift mount broke into a run, heading straight through the middle of the village. He tightened his arms around Shiva, holding on for dear life as they dodged members of the expedition, who were emerging bleary-eyed from their respective sleeping areas.

"Faster than you expected?" Shiva laughed, the wind sending her hair whipping into the half-orc's face.

"Just a bit!"

They broke out of the village and Mollie began heading north, following an unspoken command from Shiva.

"The human-beast things went this way, right?" Lugor asked as they sped across the plain.

"Yeah, I figured it was the best place to start. Unless you've got any better ideas?"

Lugor shook his head, then spoke as he realised Shiva couldn't see him. "Seems as good a plan as any. "

They travelled for a short while in silence, as the discomfort of riding a giant cat made entirely of bone didn't exactly lend itself to easy conversation. Lugor kept his head on a swivel, keeping an eye out for any points of interest. 

"Hold up a sec," he murmured next to Shiva's ear. He looked towards a large nearby hill as they slowed to a halt.

"What is it?"

He pointed to the hill. "I thought I saw something over there."

He was jolted suddenly as Shiva willed Mollie to turn towards the hill. As they drew closer, Lugor could make out the remains of a mine entrance set into the hill.

The half-orc dismounted, groaning as his feet met the ground. "We need to throw a bedroll over her back or something next time," he said, hobbling toward the mine entrance. "My butt is killing me."

"Man up," Shiva teased, a small smile on her face as she followed him to the hole in the hill.

The mine entrance was collapsed in, rubble blocking the entrance. "I imagine this is where the village got their supply of ore," he theorised.

"It's no use to us with the entrance caved in. Could take a while to clear it."

"Just give me a sec," Lugor said. "Being big has its uses."

He stepped forward and rolled his neck. Having the Champion class meant a high proportion of his stat increases went into strength, and his racial trait increased that stat again by a multiplier of one-and-a-half.

Lugor stepped forward and began dragging out the bulk of the rubble, tossing it into a pile near the entrance. After a few minutes, he'd cleared enough that they could step over what remained and head further in.

"Sometimes I forget how strong you actually are," Shiva said, giving him an appraising glance.

"So do I," he replied. They stopped ten feet into the mine as they met a shimmering portal.

"A dungeon?" Shiva asked.

"Sure looks like one."

In his time at the Academy, Lugor and his team had been in three or four dungeons, including the one just outside the Academy grounds. All of them had a shimmering blue portal indicating the entrance.

"Let's check it out," Lugor said, stepping through the bright light.

 

You have entered the dungeon: Mines of Dal'Nassus

Levels: 1-30

 

"That's new," Lugor commented as he and Shiva read the notification that appeared in their respective visions. "Must be a pretty long dungeon to have that wide of a level range."

"It's a mine, right? Probably goes pretty far down, so I guess that would make sense."

"Good news for us, at any rate," Lugor replied. "If we have any spare time, this would be a great place to level up."

"Maybe you should collect some ore while we're here. At a guess, I reckon it's at least an hour and a half walk to get here."

"Good idea. I'll need some to start training the volunteers who want to learn Smithing."

Lugor pulled his pickaxe from his void satchel. The bag was filled with the profession tools he had personally made during his time at the Academy, but the pickaxe was extra special. During one of the times they’d gone into the Gauntlet - the dungeon outside the Academy grounds - he and his friends had slain an elite monster that had dropped a very useful item. Sandal had disenchanted it and placed the enchantment on a new pickaxe Lugor had crafted.

 

Item: Enchanted Steel Pickaxe
Quality: Rare
Type: Gathering Tool
Effects: Ore gathered with this pickaxe is always one tier higher in quality than it otherwise would be.

 

He also pulled out the gloves Sandal had enchanted for him during their first Enchantment lesson all those months ago.

 

Item: Gloves
Material: Leather
Enchantment: Minor Mining Enhancement (Excellent)
Wearing these gloves, you have a small chance to gain double or rarer resources whilst mining an ore node.

 

Lugor slipped off his gauntlets and stowed them in his bag, flexing his hands as he pulled the gloves on. They glowed briefly as the enchantment took effect.

He activated his Prospect ability, leading him to a nearby node.

 

Ability: Prospect
Description: Activating the Prospect skill pulls you in the general direction of ore in the surrounding area.

 

A mental tug prodded him to move further into the mine as the ability took effect. Shiva followed, with Mollie padding close behind them.

The pull of the Prospect ability faded as he came to a wall, which was bulging slightly. Bringing the pickaxe to bear, he chipped away at the rock to reveal a large iron deposit. Conscious of their original mission and the limited time, he worked quickly, depleting the node before inspecting his haul.

 

Gem: Emerald
Quality: Normal
Quantity: 1

 

Item: Iron Ore
Quality: Good
Quantity: 69

 

He sniggered at the number and Shiva gave him a raised eyebrow.

"Something funny?" she asked. "Do share."

"It's nothing," Lugor said. "I'm just being childish. Let's get out of here."

They made their way back out to the sunlight and Lugor took a welcome breath. The air in the mine had been musty.

"Sandal should be happy," he said, holding the gem out to Shiva. "This should help his enchanting a little."

During their time at the Academy, Sandal had been able to perform minor enchantments using only his mana to fuel them, but as his skill level improved, he required increasingly valuable items to perform the more powerful enchantments. Levelling the Enchanting profession could become very expensive. Fortunately, most Enchanters could make the cost back by selling their products. A full set of good enchantments on a set of armour could increase the sale price of the equipment by at least ten times.

"That's if Peters doesn't try to claim it."

"He can't claim it if he doesn't know we have it," Lugor said.

Shiva placed her hand on her chest, acting scandalised. "Are you suggesting we lie?"

"Lie about what? I don't know of any gem," Lugor said with a grin as he placed it back in his satchel.

They climbed back onto Mollie and Shiva willed her to climb the hill the mine was set into, hoping to get a better vantage point from atop it. They crested the top and halted, looking around the area.

"Look there." Shiva pointed.

Lugor looked to where she was indicating. Off in the distance was a tower made of stone bricks with a cone roof of slatted red tiles. Ivy criss-crossed across the tower, having long since claimed it. He squinted at the small window, his eyes widening as he saw a flash of movement. "Someone's in there."

"I saw it too. What do we do?"

Lugor chewed his lip. "May as well see if they're friendly."

They headed towards the structure, Mollie quickly closing the distance until they came to a stop outside the tower. Lugor walked to the door and raised a fist.

"What are you doing?" Shiva asked.

"Knocking," he replied. He rapped on the door and waited. After a short time, the door slowly creaked open. Standing on the other side was a wizened old dark elf male, dressed in a worn and tattered robe. The man looked like he barely ate, skin stretched tight over his bones.

"Kanar ool, urtuh no harth," he said.

"Shiva?" Lugor said over his shoulder. "Translate?"

"He said..." Shiva paused. "My child, welcome home."

"Relative of yours?"

"He used the masculine version of child," Shiva said. "He wasn't talking to me, he was talking to you."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[23]

The Wizened Old Wizard

 

"Your language, I speak," the old elf said slowly. His words were husky, as though he hadn't spoken for a very long time. "Come inside, I make tea."

The man retreated and Lugor looked back to Shiva. "How does he know Common?" he whispered. "I thought dark elves didn't come to the main continent ‘til after the calamity?"

"Lost merchant, long time ago, he teach," the old elf called from inside. "Come in."

Shiva gave Lugor an alarmed look. The elf may have been old, but his ears were sharp. They tentatively stepped inside the tower and were immediately assaulted by the smell of stale urine and rotting food. Most alarmingly, the bottom floor of the tower held a large collection of scientific apparatuses, and set in the centre was a wooden table covered in dried blood. Surrounding it were various flasks and tubes that ended in needle-points.

The half-orc grabbed Shiva's arm and jerked his head toward the door, the universal symbol for 'Holy crap let's get the hell out of here.' Shiva simply shook her head and leant in close. "We're not leaving yet," she whispered. "He looks old enough to have lived here before the calamity; he might be our only chance to find out what happened."

"Do you not see the bloodstained table?" Lugor hissed. "This whole place screams mad wizard experiments."

"We're not leaving," Shiva asserted. "Now be polite and let's see what we can discover."

Creaking came from the circular staircase set into the side of the tower as the old elf came back down the stairs.

"Tea for you," he said gruffly, handing them each a wooden cup.

Lugor hesitantly sniffed the cup when the old elf wasn't looking. The water was cold, and it looked like it had been poured over crunched-up tree leaves. 

"Um, I don't think this is-" He was cut off as Shiva dug an elbow into his side.

"It looks delicious," she said, giving Lugor a warning look. "What is your name? I'm Shiva, this is Lugor."

"Hektor," the elf replied, taking a deep drink of his own tea. When he smacked his lips at the taste Lugor could see tree leaves lodged in Hektor's teeth.

"We were wondering," Lugor said. "Where are all the other dark elves? What happened to everyone?"

"Everyone go," came the sad reply. "Everyone not dead run on ships. I left behind, punishment."

"Why were you punished?" Shiva asked.

"Orcs turn bad, lose control. Elves blame me."

Orcs!? Lugor thought. He looked around the room and saw a collection of papers scattered on a desk on the other side of the tower. He surreptitiously poured his tea onto the floor behind him.

"What do you mean?" Shiva frowned. "Orcs are monsters, they've always been bad."

"Excuse me, Hektor? Could I have some more tea?" Lugor interrupted, holding his cup out to the elf.

Hektor took his cup and headed back up the stairs. Lugor waited until he heard the elf make the last step before rushing to the other side of the room and leafing through the papers.

"What are you doing?" Shiva hissed, walking over and grabbing his arm. "You can't just look through someone's stuff."

"I seem to recall you stealing Melanie's diary when we were at the Academy," Lugor replied as he scanned the papers. "Can you translate these? I don't speak the language."

Shiva rolled her eyes, but her curiosity finally got the better of her. She began moving pieces of paper into order according to their date, and Lugor watched as his friend’s face started draining of colour.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Hang on," she said. "I need to keep reading; I need to be sure."

The stairs of the tower began creaking again as Hektor began to come back down.

"Go and stall him," Shiva whispered, giving Lugor a shove.

The half-orc ran up the stairs, coming face to face with Hektor, who looked at him with great surprise on his face.

"Kanar ool, urtuh no harth," the old dark elf said, repeating his earlier greeting.

Lugor looked at him with confusion. "Hektor, I was just wondering if you wanted help making the tea?"

"Your language, I speak it!" came the joyous reply. "Come, I make tea for you." Hektor turned and went back to the top floor.

Lugor frowned. It's as if he doesn't remember me... does he have the wasting mind sickness? He'd seen it a couple times with older members of his home village. As they grew old, their minds would begin to waste away, leaving them forgetful and lost in their fading memories. It was a sad thing to watch; as it progressed, they slowly lost their faculties, leaving them mumbling to themselves and talking to shadows of people who had long since passed away. Lugor recalled Old Man Frederick, a strong farmer in his youth who had rapidly deteriorated after his wife died.

Lugor followed Hektor up the stairs. The dark elf was talking to himself as he started throwing more leaves into dirty cups. The top floor of the tower wasn't in any better state than the bottom. There was a mouldy bed shoved into a corner, and rotting food littered the area, flies buzzing around it. The half-orc's attention was drawn to a pedestal in the centre of the room. Atop it, fixed with metal legs, was a dull red orb, its interior pulsing every so often with dull light.

Bile rose in his throat as he approached it. He could feel the orc soul stirring the closer he got. "Hektor, what is this?"

The dark elf turned and looked at the device. "Rage orb. No longer in use, used to make orcs fight each other. Save island."

To fight each other? Lugor hesitated before speaking. "Hektor, I think the orb is still active. It's causing a lot of trouble out there... and for me. Would it be okay if we destroyed it?"

Hektor frowned. "Need orb in case orcs come back."

"All the orcs are gone," Lugor lied. He hated to do it, but he knew anyone with the wasting mind sickness could be manipulated if you suggested the right things to them. "The orb worked completely, you saved everyone."

The elf's eyes brightened. "Then orb is no longer needed. I will remove." Hektor moved to the orb and began pressing the runes etched into it.

While the elf worked, Lugor scanned the room to see if anything else held any interest. He caught sight of a chest next to the bed and quietly stepped over to it before looking in.

"What the...?" he whispered to himself. Stacked inside the chest was a multitude of scrolls, each tied up with a string. Looking over his shoulder to make sure Hektor was still distracted, he murmured, "Inspect item."

 

Item: Class Scroll
Type: Monk
Rarity: Uncommon

 

His eyes widened. Holy crap!

Making a split-second decision, he swung his satchel from his shoulders and started stuffing the scrolls into his bag. He had no idea how many were in there, but there had to be at least thirty or forty. Hektor was still muttering to himself next to the orb, so he managed to collect them all before the elf turned around. Lugor felt a twinge of guilt at stealing from him, but it wasn't like the old elf was going to use them - and they could be the difference between life or death for the expedition.

"It is done," Hektor said as the orb crumbled into pieces. He frowned as if he couldn't understand why he'd just destroyed the magical item.

"Hey, Hektor," Lugor said, stopping the elf from thinking too much. "Could I have some tea?"

"Yes, tea, I make tea."

Lugor backed toward the stairs and ran down them once the elf was distracted with the tea. He grabbed Shiva as soon as he got to the bottom of the steps. "We need to go."

"No arguments here," Shiva said, pushing the door open. "Get on Mollie, I'll explain the letters on the way."

They jumped onto the oversized skeletal cat and raced away from the tower, heading back to the top of the hill that housed the mine. Once they got there, Shiva slowed Mollie to a stop and they dismounted to share what each of them had discovered.

"The pulses were-"

"He's the one who-"

They paused, and Shiva gestured for Lugor to go first.

"The pulses were being sent out from an orb he had at the top of his tower," Lugor said. "I convinced him to destroy it, so that takes care of that problem. He said it was deactivated, but it didn't look that way to me. Also, I think he's got the wasting mind sickness. He's displaying the symptoms, at least."

"At least we dealt with the orb; I'd consider today a win," Shiva said with relief.

"What did you find in those papers on his desk?"

Shiva licked her dry lips. "I think it's better if I showed you." She pulled the crumpled papers out of her belt pouch and smoothed them out on the grassy ground. The wind was still, so there was no fear of them flying away.

She pointed to the collection of letters. "From what I can tell, these are correspondence between Hektor and some high-ranking dark elf officials. He's some kind of... Alchemist? Scientist? Not sure what that word is, exactly."

"I told you that place reeked of mad wizard experiments."

"Bite me. Anyway, it looks like the dark elves of Karnath'or were engaged in an all-out war against demons."

"Demons?" Lugor echoed.

Shiva nodded. "Succubi, fiends, horned devils, those kinds of things. Somehow, a portal was ripped open between the material plane and the hell plane, and demons burst out of it and waged war against the dark elves. My people were losing, and losing hard."

"What's that got to do with Hektor?"

She pointed to one letter she’d placed in the centre of the pile. "Hektor formed a desperate plan to turn the tide. Remember that table with all those weird tubes and flasks?"

"Kinda hard to forget," Lugor said, thinking back to the bloodstained table.

Shiva pulled out a paper covered with a diagram of a dark elf, with various scripts around the outside. "From what I can tell, Hektor tried creating a superhuman. Or super-elf, I guess, by combining demonic blood with dark elf volunteers. They used them to fight the demons and force them back through the portal before finally closing it."

"I'm assuming everything went to shit after that?"

“And then everything went to shit," she confirmed. "Look at this sketch of what Hektor created." She flipped over one of the papers and Lugor's breath caught in his chest.

"Is that what I think it is?" he asked.

Shiva nodded. "That's why Hektor called you 'my child.’"

Lugor picked up the paper and held it in front of him. Drawn upon it was a perfect image of an orc.

"Hektor created the orcs," he whispered. "The first of their kind."
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Recruitment

 

"This is a lot to process," Lugor said, leaning back against Mollie.

"At least we finally know what caused the calamity," Shiva said, taking a seat next to him. She reached an arm back and scratched Mollie under the chin, her nails making a scraping noise against the bone. "After the demons were driven back, they lost control of the orcs and they decimated the rest of the remaining dark elves, forcing my people to flee Karnath'or."

"Hektor said the orb causing those pulses was to kill off the remaining orcs after everyone had fled," Lugor said, recalling his conversation with the senile old elf. "He said it made them turn on each other and fight amongst themselves so they'd kill each other off."

"And that explains why those pulses were triggering your Awakening and sending all those monsters into a frenzy," Shiva said. "Though I don't understand how the orcs found their way to the main continent."

"Dungeons, I think," Lugor said slowly, thinking it through. "Once monsters die, their souls wait to be reborn into dungeons, right? They probably spread there that way."

"That's a good a theory as any," Shiva said, leaning her head against his shoulder armour. "Well, we've found a source of metal, taken out the source of the pulses and discovered the origin of a monster race. Don't know about you, but I think we've earned a lunch break."

They spent another hour resting on the hill, eating the remains of the dried meat Lugor had stored in his void satchel and enjoying each other’s company. He looked out across the plains, seeing wisps of smoke from the village cooking fires lazily snaking their way into the sky.

"Copper for your thoughts?" Shiva asked.

"I was just thinking… We were meant to go back to the Academy next year for advanced training, right? That's probably not gonna happen now."

"Probably not," Shiva agreed. "It's not like anyone knows we're marooned here, either, and it'll be a while before Maric or Matthias figures it out to try to rescue us."

"That's if they try to rescue us," Lugor said. "How would they even find us?"

"I'm sure Maric wouldn't leave you behind; you're his favourite student," she teased.

"Come on," Lugor said, dusting the dirt from his armour. "They're not expecting us for a while. Fancy another trek into the mine?"

"Not how I pictured my ideal first date, but sure. I guess we have to be responsible sometimes," Shiva said as she climbed to her feet.

Lugor raised an eyebrow. "If I'd known this was meant to be a date, I'd have brought some candles."

"Remember them for next time," Shiva said with a smile. "I spotted a few in Hektor's tower if you want to go steal some more stuff from a mad old wizard."

Lugor smiled sadly. He knew Shiva was joking, but the thought of leaving Hektor alone in his tower made him feel bad. "Maybe we should take him back with us. I hate to leave him alone."

"We can't heal his mind, at least not right now." Shiva climbed onto Mollie's back. "Maybe in the future I'll be able to make a potion to bring back a bit of his former self, but for now it's safer for him to remain. I don't think we should tell anyone other than Stangar and Sandal about what we found. Peters might want to interrogate Hektor, or even ransack his tower for treasures."

"Oh shoot, that reminds me." Lugor reached into his satchel and withdrew one of the class scrolls. "Look what I found in his room."

"Identify item," Shiva said. Her eyes widened as she read the notification that appeared in her vision. "This is a Warlock class scroll!"

"There were a whole bunch of them," Lugor said. "I didn't get the chance to go through them all, but there's a good mix of them, at least thirty or forty."

"What do we do with them?" Shiva handed the scroll back to Lugor, who stowed it away with the others.

"Distribute them to the guards. If they have classes, it'll make defending the village a hell of a lot easier, and if we have any extras, we can give them to volunteers from Magnus's worker team." He climbed up behind Shiva and they headed back to the mine.  They spent the rest of the afternoon in there; Lugor took care of harvesting the ore nodes while Shiva and Mollie kept him covered.

"This is getting really dull," Shiva said as she threw a bone spear through a low-level kobold, the rat-faced creature flying through the air as the spell pinned it to the wall. "All these monsters are too low-level to net any decent experience points."

"We can't go any deeper into the dungeon ‘til we have Sandal or Stangar with us," Lugor replied tiredly, wiping the sweat from his brow. He'd taken off his armour, as mining in full plate, even plate as light as silversteel, became very draining after a while. "And at least I'm getting my Mining skill up; I just hit level ten!"

 

Congratulations, your Mining level is now 10!
The Prospect ability has been upgraded. It can now be used to track specific ores that you have already discovered.

 

Should come in handy, Lugor thought as he placed his pickaxe back into the satchel and strapped his armour on. "Okay, let's head back to the village before it gets too dark."

As they left the mine, Lugor looked to the sky to see that the sun was well on its way to the west. It was around four in the afternoon, and they still had a long ride home. 

"Did you get a chance to find any volunteers to learn Alchemy from you?" Lugor asked as they travelled along the plain. "I was thinking of running Jax and the others he rounded up through the basics this evening."

"There were a few interested," Shiva said, the wind catching her words. "I'll probably take them into the woods and teach them the basics of Herbalism before they go anywhere near an alchemy lab."

"Take Stangar with you, just in case there's any monsters lurking about."

"I'm sure I can handle anything that comes our way," Shiva scoffed.

"I'm sure you could, but we need to keep the safety of the workers in mind."

"Fine," Shiva relented. She slowed Mollie down slightly as they came into bow-shot distance of the village and let out a low whistle. "Damn, looks like they've been busy."

Lugor leaned to the right slightly to look past the dark elf, his eyebrows shooting up as he saw the improvements to the town's defences. A little over half the village was now surrounded by twelve-foot-high palisades. They could make out Sandal carving up the earth with his Elementalist abilities, then moving aside for Stangar and the worker team to pull a chopped-down tree into place. Once that was done, Magnus used the mana-constructor, powered by Priya the steward, to shape the tree and form it into a solid part of the defences.

"Hey!" Lugor hollered as they approached their tired-looking friend. "Run out of mana potions yet?"

Sandal pulled a vial out of his pocket, the glass still half-full of blue liquid. "Not quite," he said, giving the vial a shake. "Where have you two been all day? You're covered in grime, dude."

"Oh, Shiva and I found a nice waterfall with a secluded pool of water. We spent the last few hours making love and rolling in the mud."

Sandal stared at them both, mouth agape.

"He must be tired if he didn't catch the sarcasm," Shiva said with a grin. "We found a mine and Lugor spent the last few hours collecting ore, that’s why we're grimy."

The dwarf rubbed his eyes tiredly. "Did you find out anything about the pulses, at least?"

Lugor looked around to make sure nobody was within earshot. "We did. There's a hell of a lot of things we need to get you and Stangar up to speed on."

"I think we're stopping construction once it gets dark," Sandal said, scratching his chin. "Should I get Peters and let him know to meet us later?"

"It's on a bit of a need-to-know basis," Lugor said quietly. 

"Ooooooh," Sandal said, waggling his eyebrows. "Are we doing secrets? I love me some secrets."

Shiva laughed. "Yes, we're doing secrets."

"Ho there!" Darren and Jax broke off from the team working on the palisades and made their way to the three Adventurers.

"I'm glad you guys are back," Darren said, clasping Lugor's shoulder. "With all these attacks, I get super itchy whenever any of you Adventurers leave the village."

Lugor looked at Shiva, asking a silent question. She nodded in response and the half-orc smiled. "About that. How would you and your guardsmen like to become full-fledged Adventurers?"

Jax and Darren looked at each other uncertainly. "I mean, that'd be super useful, sure. But we need class scrolls for that, and we're a bit short on those."

"I don't know about that," Lugor said, reaching into his void satchel. He pulled out one of the class scrolls he’d taken from Hektor's tower and held it out. "So, Jax. Have you ever considered becoming a Monk? I think the shaven head would suit you."

The young guard looked at the scroll with wonder. "Where did you find this?"

"We found a ruin a fair way away from the village," Shiva lied. "They were sitting in a chest, so we took them."

"How many are there?" Darren asked eagerly. "Jax, go get the rest of the men!"

Jax took off at a sprint, returning a few minutes later with a crowd of the remaining guardsmen behind him. Lugor frowned as he counted them up. After losing some in the shipwreck, plus the ones taken by the beasts in the night, there were only twenty-five guardsmen still with them. They'd have to recruit a few people from the worker crew if they wanted to use all the scrolls.

He dug his hands into his satchel and willed the scrolls to come to him, then hurled them into the crowd of cheering guards. "You get a class scroll! You get a class scroll! Everybody gets a class scroll!"

The guards laughed as they plucked the scrolls from the air. There was silence as each guard unfurled their respective scrolls and frowned. One raised his into the air with an awkward cough. "Anybody want to switch? I got a Priest scroll, and I haven't prayed to any gods since I was ten."

There was a chorus of murmured agreements. A lot of the men weren't looking particularly enthusiastic about the scroll they’d gotten. 

"What's the all the ruckus about?" Stangar called as he approached.

"Lugor and Shiva found a bunch of class scrolls on their scouting trip," Sandal explained. "Though I don't think we handed them out the way you're meant to."

"You plonkers," Stangar sighed, shaking his head. He cupped his hands and shouted over the crowd, "Everyone hand your scrolls back, we'll do it properly."

Once the guards had handed them all back, Stangar took the extra scrolls from Lugor's satchel and laid them all on the ground in rows and columns.

"Right!" the Goliath barked. "Darren, get your men to line up. Each person will have a natural, unconscious pull towards a certain class scroll. Get them to walk up and down the scrolls and pick out the one that feels most familiar to them."

Over the next twenty minutes, the guards each selected their class. There were a good mix of melee, ranged and spellcaster classes, with some support classes mixed in as well.

"We'll give the rest to the workers," Lugor said as they collected the scrolls that hadn’t been picked up by the guards. He caught sight of Jax frowning slightly as he activated his class scroll. "You okay, Jax?"

"Yeah," came the reply. Jax blinked several times as he examined the notifications in his vision. "My class is... not ideal."

"What did you get?"

"Cavalier."

Lugor raised an eyebrow. "Not heard of that one. What's it like?"

"Apparently for most of the skills... you need a mount. And we're not exactly swimming in horses around here."

"Weird that you felt a pull toward that one."

"Not really," Jax replied, shaking his head. "On my father's estate I spent a lot of time riding horses, practising jousting, stuff like that."

"Your father's estate? He's a noble?" Lugor asked. He hadn't known that.

"I'm like, his eleventh son, or something. When I turned twenty-one, he gave me a bag of silver and told me to go out into the world and make something of myself."

"Tough old man. How did you end up in Darren's employ?" Lugor wondered. "When I first met you on the ship it didn't seem like you'd been with them long."

Jax let out a light cough. "This is actually the first job I’ve had with them. I ended up spending all my silver on ale and brothels, and they were a man down."

"I take it your father never taught you proper financial planning," Lugor said wryly.

"Something like that."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[25]

Catch the Chicken

 

 The sound of hammers striking metal, combined with the fumes from the forge, was not doing wonders for Lugor's growing headache.

"Can't we move on to making weapons and armour yet?" Jax grumbled as he finished another horseshoe. "Why are we making horseshoes? We don't even have horses!"

"I've told you a hundred times," Lugor sighed, rubbing his temples. "We don't have enough ore, you haven't hit the right level, and making high-quality, easily craftable items is the fastest way to get you there."

"But-"

"Jax," Lugor said sternly. "If I hear you complain one more time, I'm going to throw the horseshoe Darren just made directly at your head." Garrol's teaching techniques had rubbed off on the young half-orc. Praise and encouragement were good, but Lugor was quickly discovering that physical violence was immensely more satisfying.

Jax scoffed. "I doubt you'd really-"

Thunk.

"Ow!"

"I did warn you," Lugor said, watching the noble-turned-guard-turned-apprentice Blacksmith rubbing the red welt on his forehead.

"I've finished my hundred," Agda said to him, presenting her day's work. 

Lugor gave her a smile. "Good work. Tidy up your station and go take a break before we head to the mine." He liked Agda. She was one of the dwarves from Magnus's worker force who’d volunteered to learn Smithing and Mining from him. She followed instructions well, but Lugor could tell she had a fierceness to her. Agda had also volunteered herself to pick up the Fighter class from one of the remaining scrolls.

"Maybe Blacksmithing isn't for me," Jax said glumly. He looked at the work he'd done compared to Agda’s and there was a clear difference in quality.

"You've only been doing it for a week, and you've made some great progress," Lugor said, laying a comforting hand on the guard’s shoulder. "My mentor didn't even let me touch metal for six months; I spent half a year cleaning the place before he decided I was worthy enough."

"He sounds like a hardass."

"Best teacher I ever had." Lugor grinned. "We're meant to head out in thirty minutes; finish off another three and then get your gear."

On top of teaching the Blacksmith profession, he was also in charge of helping get the new Adventurers levelled and skilled up in the dungeon he and Shiva had found. The guards were a couple levels ahead of the volunteers from the worker force, and a friendly rivalry was already emerging between the two groups. The guards only had a head start due to their having fought and killed a few monsters during their time under Darren, the experience gained sitting dormant ‘til they received a class.

Lugor had decided he'd take his students each time he went out so he could help them level up their Mining skill. All the tutoring he'd been doing had done wonders for his Mentor skill, bringing it up to level two over the course of the week.

He left the smoky forge and stepped outside, taking a deep breath of fresh air. Sniffing at his clothes, he grimaced. He'd have to wash them soon, they absolutely reeked of smoke and soot.

"Hey, Shiva!" He caught sight of the dark elf heading to her alchemy lab. "I was going to take my group into the mines to grind out some levels. Mind if I take Mollie and the wagon?"

Using the mana constructor, one of Magnus's workers had built a wagon to more easily transport food and people between the mine and the village. It was a long walk, and Peters was apprehensive about large groups of the fighting force being away in the mines for extended periods of time.

Shiva set down the container of herbs she was carrying and blew a stray hair out of her face. "I guess so, my lot have already been out this morning. Just let me summon her."

Her eyes went blank as she cast her mind out to find her pet. Lugor shuddered slightly. She always looks so creepy when she does that.

Shiva snapped back to reality as she cancelled her spell. "She was out hunting. She's on her way back now."

"Thanks. We should only be gone a few hours. I’m going to put them through their paces a bit."

"You should probably take Sandal with you," Shiva said as she picked the herbs back up.

"Why's that?"

"He's been cooped up in the village for most of the week helping power the mana constructor," she replied. "And you and I have been spending a lot of time together. I think he's starting to feel left out."

Lugor frowned. Now that she mentioned it, it had been a few days since he'd really spent any amount of time with the dwarf. "Fair point. I'll go find him now. It'd be good to hang out with him for a bit, actually."

With a small wave, he left her to carry on with her Alchemy mentoring and went to find Sandal. He poked his head into their building to see the dwarf tinkering with a ring of metal, etching runes into it with his enchanting scriptor. The silvery metal quill glittered as it scratched the surface of the ring, which was roughly the width of a thumb longways.

"Knock knock," Lugor said, rapping his knuckles against the door to get Sandal's attention. "Whatcha working on?"

"Oh, hey, Lugor. Gimme a sec." Sandal frowned and finished off the ring with a look of great concentration on his face, his tongue poking slightly between his lips as he scratched away with his scriptor. He blew the dust away and held it up to the light. "Okay, all done."

"What is that thing?"

"It's for you, actually." Sandal threw the item over to the half-orc, who deftly plucked it out of the air. "It's an Identify ring; I’m gonna make one for Shiva and myself too. Should let us analyse any monsters we come up against, shows their level and what they are."

"Oh, cool!" Lugor said excitedly. He held the ring up to his eye and peered through it. "These will come in handy for sure."

Sandal nodded. "What did you want, anyway?"

"Oh, yeah." Lugor stowed the ring away in his belt pouch. "I'm taking some of the newbies into the dungeon to grind out some levels and work on their Mining - you want to join us?"

"Oh, for the love of the gods, yes," Sandal exclaimed, throwing his tools to the floor and clambering to his feet. "If I have to power that mana constructor even once more today, I'm going to crush it beneath my feet."

Lugor grinned as the dwarf donned his gear before retrieving his own equipment and pulling it on, rolling his shoulders to get used to the weight of his shoulder plates. "Let's go."

They met the newbies by the cart. The guards were wearing their uniforms and the workers had on the basic armour Lugor had thrown together using their limited supplies of ore. The result was a mishmash of equipment that didn't quite fit together in appearance.

I'll have to make a heck of a lot of gear soon, Lugor mused. The guards should be okay with their armour for now, but spears don't suit all of their new fighting styles. And the workers barely have enough equipment between them.

Another reason they'd split up the groups was so equipment could be shared between everyone. When one group got back from the mines, they'd hand off their weapons and armour to the next. If the items fit, that's what they wore.

"Are we walking to the mines?" Darren queried as Lugor and Sandal arrived at the wagon. Their group was already assembled and ready to go.

"Mollie should be here soon." Lugor frowned as he looked at the guard captain, who was clad only in his tunic and trousers. "Where's your armour?"

"Apparently chainmail and the Monk class don't mix." Darren looked down at his clothes. "I can wear leather, but we don't have any of that."

"What about your spear? Surely Monks can use those?"

“We can," Darren said with a nod. "However, the Monk class allows you to fight hand to hand, as well as kick, without worrying about injury to your hands and feet.  Something about the flow of ch'i in the body."

"Fair enough," Lugor said with a shrug. He turned around at the sound of heavy footfalls to see Mollie walking over with a bird in her mouth. The giant skeletal cat dropped the bird at Lugor's feet and looked at him expectantly. "Thanks Mollie," he said as he gingerly picked up the bird, its head dangling where she'd snapped its neck. "You shouldn't have."

Mollie butted his thigh with her head before walking to the front of the wagon and settling into place, waiting for someone to attach the wagon to her. Lugor handed the bird off to a passing expedition member to take to the cookfires before hitching the wagon to Mollie. They all clambered aboard and Mollie set off, dragging the wagon along as fast as she could.

"What's up, Jax?" Lugor asked the new Cavalier, who was looking deep in thought.

"I just don't know how much use I'll be in the mines," Jax said, sucking air through his teeth. "I can use maybe like, one ability without a mount."

"Does the Cavalier class let you tame a mount?" Sandal asked. "We don't have any domesticated animals you could use."

"Apart from Mollie," Lugor said. "But she's taken."

"Apparently I can," Jax said, eyes skimming over the class details as he inspected them.

"We'll have to keep an eye out," Agda chimed in, the dwarf holding onto the side of the wagon as it trundled along. "Does it have to be a horse?"

"What do you mean?" Jax asked.

"A lot of dwarves use frost rams from the mountains," Agda explained. "They suit our size a lot better. Some wild boars are tamed as mounts as well."

"A horse would be better," Jax said.

"What about one of those?" Darren pointed across the plains.

They followed the man’s finger to see a flock of giant birds resting in the long grass. Lugor fished out the identifying ring Sandal had made for him and held it to his eye, examining the creatures.

 

Young Plainstrider
Level: 3
Plainstriders are large birds, capable of dizzyingly high speeds and vicious attacks with their beaks or their razor-sharp talons. Although incapable of flight, they have strong wings that can use the wind to disorient attackers.

 

"That could work," Lugor admitted as he put the ring back in his belt pouch.

"They're chickens," Jax protested. "Giant chickens!"

"Well, we're short on horses. So it's either the giant chicken or nothing," Lugor said with a small smile.

"Fine," Jax groaned. "How are we going to capture one? We don't have any nets."

Lugor whistled and Mollie came to a halt. He jumped off the wagon and started rooting through his void satchel. "I've got some rope in here, we'll have to use that."

"How much junk do you keep in there?" Sandal asked as he climbed down to join him.

"A fair amount; it helps to be prepared." Lugor looked over at the flock of plainstriders. "It'd be good if we could capture a few of them. Having a supply of eggs would really bolster our food supplies. Right now we're still living day-to-day on what we scavenge."

It'd help keep everyone’s moods up, at least, Lugor thought. Pretty much everyone on the expedition had lost weight since they’d landed at the beach, the small meals and daily hard work stripping away any excess and leaving everyone looking lean and hardened. Hunger had caused more than a few arguments over food, and increasing their supply was high on the priority list.

He pulled the rope from his satchel and began tying knots, handing a lasso to each member of the group.

"I hope this isn't anyone's first rodeo." Lugor grinned at the apprehensive looks on their faces. "Let's go get us some giant chickens!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[26]

Chicken Run

 

 The group of Adventurers crawled through the grass as stealthily as they could, coming to a stop around a hundred yards away from their targets. The flock of plainstriders was still huddled together, letting out soft trills every now and then.

"Everyone ready?" Lugor whispered, looking down the line. Everyone was holding a length of rope with a loop knotted at the end. In the end, only Agda, Jax, Darren and Sandal had accompanied him in the capture effort, the other guards and workers remaining further back to collect any plainstriders that slipped by the first group.

Sandal spat a blade of long grass out of his mouth. "Ready. How are we doing this?"

"Mollie is going to loop around the back and spook them towards us. Once they get close, we're going to burst out and jump on top of them, try to wrap the rope around their beaks."

"This is going to go horribly, isn't it?" Agda murmured from her place next to him.

Ignoring her, Lugor withdrew his Identify ring and held it to his eye, examining the flock. One of the plainstriders was larger than the others, with deep black plumage.

 

Alpha Plainstrider
Level: 5

 

"Jax, you need to get the big one. I'm hoping if you tame it with your Cavalier ability the others will fall in line."

Jax swallowed and looked at the alpha with a hesitant expression. "If you say so."

Lugor grinned. "It'll be fine. Get ready, Mollie should be making her move soon."

They hushed up and gripped their ropes tightly, waiting for Mollie to spook the birds out of their resting place.

Sandal sniffed. "Uh oh."

"What's wrong?" Lugor gave the dwarf an alarmed look.

"I'm going to sneeze."

"Don't you dare."

"I can't-" Sandal took in a shuddering breath.

"Sandal, please no."

"ACHOOO!" Sandal let out a sneeze that echoed across the plain. The plainstriders all stood up and began clucking in alarm.

"Gods dammit," Lugor sighed with a roll of his eyes. He put his fingers in his mouth and whistled sharply, signalling Mollie to move immediately.

The clucking turned to full-on panic as Mollie let out a roar and burst from the grass, giving chase to the now-fleeing birds. They were faster than she was, but catching them wasn't the goal. She just had to keep them heading toward the group of Adventurers.

"Hold," Lugor commanded, waiting ‘til the perfect moment to leap out of hiding. When the creatures were almost on top of them, he shouted, "Now!"

They leapt to their feet and each attempted to grab hold of a passing plainstrider. Lugor stepped forward and wrapped an arm around one of their necks, the creature's forward momentum helping him to swing up onto its back. The giant bird almost collapsed at the combined weight of the half-orc and his armour, but managed to keep its footing. 

He risked a quick glance behind him to see if anyone else had successfully mounted one of the beasts. Jax had managed to mount the alpha and was currently holding on for dear life as it spun in a circle, beating its wings rapidly in an attempt to dislodge him. Darren had successfully grabbed hold of his and was currently wrestling it to the ground. Agda and Sandal weren’t having as much luck, however; the two they’d tried to capture had slipped by and headed straight for the second group, who waited with ropes of their own.

"Lugor!" Jax shouted from the spinning alpha. "A little help?"

The half-orc grabbed hold of his temporary mount's neck and threw the loop around its beak, pulling hard to tighten it. Once it was secured, he yanked the leash to the left to turn the bird back towards Jax. On the approach, Lugor activated the Recall enchantment on his shield, which he'd left in the long grass. Pulling in close, he swung out his arm. "Shield Bash!"

The alpha staggered, temporarily stunned from the effects of the skill.

"Tame it now!" Lugor barked at the Cavalier.

Jax screwed up his face from the effort of dominating the alpha. Lugor readied himself to come in for a second pass, then jolted as his bird came to a sudden stop, no longer resisting the half-orc sitting on its back.

"I did it!" came a triumphant shout. Jax came trotting over on the alpha, a grin spreading ear to ear.

"Good work," Lugor said, loosening the rope around his plainstrider's beak. "Looks like I was right about the taming of the alpha calming down the others."

Darren wandered over, leading his chosen bird on a rope. He stared up at the alpha with an impressed look on his face. "Nice bird, Jax. At least you got the coolest looking one for your mount."

The alpha squawked in approval at Darren's comment.

Sandal and Agda came over as well. "Good thing you tamed it in time," Agda said. "We both missed ours."

"Apparently I need to name it now," Jax said, scanning a notification screen only visible to him. "Only I have no idea what to call him."

"How about Gallus?" Agda suggested. "It means swift, in the dwarf language.” 

Sandal let out a quiet chuckle, covering it up when Lugor gave him a raised eyebrow.

"Gallus," Jax repeated, rolling the name around his mouth. "I like it. Name mount: Gallus."

Lugor used his Identify ring on the alpha once more, looking at the new information offered.

 

Plainstrider Alpha (Tamed)
Name: Gallus
Owner: Jax Reyne
Level: 5 (Restricted to 3)

 

"Why does it now say its level is restricted to three?" Lugor asked the Cavalier.

"Apparently it can't have a level higher than mine, so it's limited on experience growth ‘til I reach level five."

"Ah, makes sense." Lugor looked to the sky, judging the time from the sun. "Come on, we should still have time to hit up the mine."

They walked back to the wagon, where the other guards and workers were waiting with the two plainstriders that had gotten past Sandal and Agda. Lugor tapped them both on the shoulder and asked quietly, "Why were you laughing to yourselves when Jax named his mount?"

Agda sniggered. "Gallus meaning swift in our language isn't exactly true."

"What does it mean?"

"Rooster."

Lugor clapped a hand over his mouth, trying to contain his laughter. "Oh, that is cruel."

"But hilarious."

They climbed aboard the wagon, Jax trotting alongside them on his new mount as he tried to get used to the oddities of riding a giant bird compared to a horse. The other plainstriders trailed along behind him; there was no need to tie them up now that they had the alpha under control. Some of the others had also elected to ride on the smaller plainstriders, freeing up a bit of space in the cramped wagon.

They came to a stop outside the mine and Lugor waved his arm in the air to get everyone's attention. "Form up on me!"

The novice Adventurers all gathered around Lugor. "We're going to split you into groups of three," he explained to the small crowd. "There's twelve of you, so that's four teams. We're then going to combine those into parties of six for group combat."

"Can we choose our own groups?" Agda asked, raising her hand.

"I don't see why not," Lugor said with a shrug. "As long as each group of three has a support class, a damage dealer and a frontline fighter."

"Does it matter if the damage dealer is also a frontline fighter?" Jax asked from the front of the crowd.

"Not at all. As long as you have one person to take the brunt of the attacks, then it's fine."

The half-orc waited patiently as the group of novices moved amongst each other, discussing their classes and roles before settling into two lines of six.

"Now, let's go over some group combat tactics. A battle can get messy and confusing, especially if it's a larger one. Jax, step forward."

As the Cavalier stepped forward, Lugor gripped his wrist and bent it behind his back, holding him in a lock.

"What the hell, man?" Jax gasped in pain as Lugor held him in place.

"For the purpose of this lesson, Jax has just been injured by a monster." Lugor looked at the other five members of the group and let go of the human. "He's incapacitated and unable to stand. What should you do in this scenario?"

One of the workers in the group who had ended up with the Priest class spoke up. "I'd cast a healing spell?"

"What's your name?"

"Nicholas."

"Cast your healing spell."

Nicholas raised his hands and pressed them together. "Quick Hea- ouch!" A small cut opened up on the man’s head where Lugor had thrown a stone at him, interrupting the cast.

"You weren't wrong," Lugor said. "You should have cast a healing spell. However, your party should have made sure the monster was distracted, and that Jax was out of harm’s way. Let's try that again, except this time, I want your two frontliners to try to stop me from interrupting the heal."

Without warning, Darren and Agda charged forwards. Darren extended his arm, palm out, shouting, "Concussion Strike!"

Lugor stumbled backwards as the ability hit him but quickly shook it off, the level difference lessening the effects. As he was forced back, Darren kept up the attack, striking with hand and foot to stop Lugor from throwing another pebble.

With Darren clearing the space, Agda grabbed Jax by the collar and dragged him backwards, letting Nicholas cast a quick healing spell.

"Good," Lugor commented, stepping backwards and making a timeout sign with his hands. "You all get the gist. While it's important to know your own abilities and skills, you need to understand your teammate's just as well. Combining your skills is going to keep you alive."

"A note about your healing spells as well," Sandal piped up from his perch on the wagon. "The further away your target is, the more mana required to cast the spell. If you want to heal efficiently, touching your target is best. Although obviously that isn't always a viable choice."

"Everyone get that?" Lugor asked. When the crowd murmured and nodded in agreement, he headed into the mine and stepped through the shimmering light into the dungeon.

"Let's see if I can find me some silverite..."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[27]

Imitation is the Sincerest Form of Battery

 

Further into the mine, it branched off in a three-way fork, so Sandal took one team of six down the left path and Lugor led his own down the right. There was enough room for Jax's plainstrider to come in as well, though he couldn't ride it through the smaller tunnels. The Cavalier was stroking the animal’s neck to calm it, the creature not being keen on caves.

They came to a large cavern, where a group of kobolds was chipping away at the walls. Lugor held back as the novices cleared the monsters out but kept an eye on the battle, ready to step in if needed. Now that he had a mount, Jax was rapidly turning into a formidable fighter, capable of crossing the battlefield at dizzying speeds and using Gallus's own abilities to disrupt the monsters.

"Good job everybody," Lugor called. "But aside from Darren, you're all getting a bit of tunnel-vision. Being aware of the enemy in front of you is important, but remember to monitor the rest of the battle when you can in case they try to gang up on you, or a party member needs help."

There was a smattering of apologies, but Lugor quickly dismissed them. "Don't worry, you're all doing better than I expected. Now use your Prospect skills to find ore and start digging."

It had taken a trip to the mines once before to get everyone their first level in Mining. Lugor had had the benefit of a skill book at the Academy, so he'd skipped past the ‘hard work’ method of obtaining the profession. He walked over to the tunnel leading further into the dungeon, where Jax had left Gallus standing guard. As he moved, he collected the patchwork sacks in which the kobolds had been placing their collected ore. It was a good amount, which meant they could afford to spend more time grinding class levels, but the negative side was that the ore nodes in their current cavern would already be partially depleted.

Leaning against the cavern wall, Lugor took a breath and murmured, "Prospect: Silverite."

Thanks to him hitting level ten in Mining the previous week, he could use the Prospect ability to search for the ore specifically, allowing him find it a lot faster. He concentrated, feeling the familiar mental tug faintly pulling beneath his feet.

He let out a sigh of disappointment. "Figures it'd be on the next level down." He could easily venture down there with Sandal and Shiva, but they were currently a dark elf down and they'd need to clear out the dungeon boss of this floor first. Leaving his group to continue gathering materials, Lugor carried on down the tunnel, keeping an ear out for any monsters. He wasn't particularly worried, though. If he did find any, it was unlikely they would be higher than level four or five.

He frowned as he walked, the temperature in the air becoming noticeably warmer. As he stepped around a bend, he stopped. The tunnel walls were changing the further in he went, the stone gradually shifting in colour to red. Bulging from the wall was a type of ore he'd never seen before. He stopped next to it. "Identify."

 

Ore Node Found - Demonite

 

"Demonite, huh? That's new."

He hefted his pickaxe, pleased that his Mining level was high enough to successfully collect the material. He knelt down to pick some up, but as his hand closed around it, a great sense of revulsion came over him, bile rising in his throat. The orc soul battered itself against the walls he’d placed around it, instantly quieting as he dropped the strange ore.

Lugor stepped back, breathing heavily. Whatever that stuff is, it's not natural. Could it be related to the demon war the dark elves fought? Leaving the demonite where it lay, he backtracked to the cavern, deciding that curiosity wouldn't kill the cat today.

"Where'd you run off to?" Darren asked as Lugor entered the cavern. "Find anything interesting?"

"No," he lied. "Just a dead end." He definitely didn't want anyone going anywhere near that stuff, and made a mental note to have Sandal cave that tunnel in before they left.

"How's the mining going?" Lugor asked, changing the subject.

"Pretty good," Darren said, leading Lugor to the main group. "We've been leaving the iron nodes for the people with the lowest Mining levels; you get more experience for iron than copper and tin."

"No new ores?" Lugor asked.

"We did find something, but none of us have the ability to Identify or collect it."

"I'll take a look." Lugor used Identify on the deposit Darren showed him and was rewarded with a successful cast.

 

Ore Node Found - Sulphur

 

"Apparently it's sulphur," he said to the guard captain. "No idea what it's used for, but we may as well collect it anyway." He hacked away at the yellow deposit until it was depleted. One by one, the other members of the mining crew wandered over with sacks full of ore as they emptied the rest of the more common nodes.

"All done?" he asked. When they nodded, he had them deposit their collections into his void satchel before retreating back to the fork in the tunnels. Sandal and his group were already there, taking a break on the floor.

"Cleared out your section?" Lugor asked.

Sandal nodded. "It went smoothly enough. Had a couple nasty injuries but nothing serious."

"We should probably head out." The half-orc was conscious of the fact that they couldn't be away from the village for too much longer.

"What about this path?" Agda asked. She gestured toward the main tunnel, which led further in. "We could use the experience points, and as long as we're here it makes sense."

Lugor's cheeks puffed out as he exhaled a deep breath. "Does everyone want to carry on?"

There were excited nods of agreement, even from those who had been injured. Gaining another level could get addictive; the rush of new power travelling through an Adventurer's body was borderline euphoric.

"Okay," Lugor relented. "Let's move further in, but we can't dawdle. Frontline fighters take point."

The group moved through the tunnel, encountering only minor resistance from small groups of kobolds. Each group took it in turns to fight, distributing the experience equally between the novices. There were excited shouts as they all earned level-ups clearing the main tunnel. After half an hour of fighting, they began coming up against higher-levelled monsters, requiring a strong coordinated effort from each of the twelve new Adventurers.

Fortunately, level differences could be overcome with sheer numbers, and Adventurers were generally stronger than monsters of equal level. After half an hour of gruelling fights, they came to a large open cavern with a smooth floor, illuminated by a myriad of torches set in the wall. Their light reflected off a crystal formation jutting down from the centre of the ceiling.

"Loot!" came the joint shout. 

Sitting in the middle of the cavern was a large treasure chest surrounded by a pile of gold and gems. Darren and Jax raced to the treasure, shoving each other good-naturedly in an attempt to be the first to get their hands on it.

Lugor didn't notice the two guards as he glanced around the room, a frown on his face.

"Something doesn't feel right to you either, huh?" Sandal asked, a matching frown etched on his own.

"It just feels like this should be the boss room of the first floor." Lugor chewed his lip. "But there's no sign of one anywhere."

"Maybe this floor doesn't have a boss monster."

"Maybe, but I don't-" He stopped as he looked to the centre of the room, seeing Jax and Darren reach the chest. An overwhelming sense of dread came over him. "Darren, Jax! Stop!"

The guards looked over their shoulders at Lugor’s shout just as they were about to open the chest. The half-orc watched as, almost in slow motion, the chest opened of its own accord, revealing a line of gruesome fanged teeth. It tilted forward and the gaping maw closed around Darren's arm, severing it at the shoulder.

He reeled backwards, staring at the wound in shock as blood spurted from his stump.

"It's a mimic!" Lugor roared. He charged forward and activated Rush to Aid as the mimic moved to attack Jax as well. Closing the distance almost instantly, he jammed his shield into the monster's mouth, preventing its lid from closing. "Get Darren to safety!"

As Lugor wrestled with the monster, Jax broke out of his shock and whistled sharply. Gallus sped across the room and Jax dragged the wounded Monk onto the plainstrider's back before retreating alongside them to the entrance.

Lugor heard his shield begin to creak under the pressure of the mimic's jaw. He placed the tip of his sword into its mouth and shouted, "Fireball!"

The enchantment on his sword triggered, enveloping the monster in flames. "Hisshyah!" it hissed in pain. Letting go of Lugor's shield, it retreated out of melee range as the spell faded.

The half-orc took advantage of the reprieve to retreat back to the main group, where Sandal and the other support classes were casting healing spells around Darren. The guard captain groaned in pain as his flesh knitted back together around his torso.

"How is he?" Lugor asked, keeping an eye on the mimic on the other side of the room. He fished the Identify ring out of his belt pouch in order to ascertain the severity of the threat.

"He'll live," Sandal reported, ending his healing spell. "He's lost a lot of blood, though, and the only fix for that is time."

The half-orc raised the Identify ring to his eye and examined the mimic, his blood running cold as the notification appeared in his vision.

 

Greater Mimic (Boss)

Level: 16

Mimics are shapeshifters, preferring to adopt the form of an unassuming chest to lure in unwary Adventurers in search of loot. Hoarders of treasures, they drop their collection when slain.

 

Why is its level so high!? Lugor panicked. All the other monsters on this floor haven't been above level eight!

He was confident that he, Sandal and Shiva could beat it - if the dark elf were with them. But with all the novices only around level five and Darren out of commission, it'd be a gruelling battle. Even he and Sandal were only level thirteen, having each earned an additional level-up over the past week.

And I can't risk using the orc soul now that I'm so close to the Awakening. "We need to retreat," he said aloud to the gathered group. "It's a level sixteen boss monster."

As he said that, the mimic let out another hiss. Tentacles sprouted from its sides and wrapped around the crystal formation jutting down from the ceiling. With a great heave and a loud cracking noise, a large segment came free. Still suspended from the ceiling, the mimic hurled the crystal at the gathered Adventurers. Crying out in panic, they all threw themselves to the side - except for Lugor. The half-orc crouched next to Darren, the man still unable to move. As he activated Barrier to shield them, the crystal bounced off the top of the ethereal shields and crashed into the entrance tunnel, blocking their escape route.

The mimic let out a victorious cackle as it dropped from its perch and Jax looked at Lugor nervously. "What do we do?"

Lugor stepped forward, a steely determination taking hold of him.

"We fight."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[28]

Teamwork Makes the Dream Work

 

 "Everybody keep your distance," Lugor ordered the assembled novices. "I'll hold it in position, focus it down from range. If it comes for you, the frontliners need to keep it locked down until I can get back into position. Use all the crowd control abilities you have; the best way to avoid getting hit is to not give it any breathing room."

They all looked at him hesitantly, fear etched upon their faces. The only one who didn't look slightly afraid was Sandal, the dwarf giving him a firm nod.

"We can do this," Lugor said. "Rally!"

As he activated one of his class abilities, the novices looked less uncertain, the ability refreshing their confidence and willingness to fight - as well as providing some resource and health regeneration.

With a resounding crash, the mimic dropped from the ceiling and skittered towards them, its small, spider-like legs carrying it along the ground.

With a battle cry, Lugor sprinted forward to meet its charge. As he gained ground, the mimic's form began to undulate, rapidly shifting into something new. By the time Lugor got near, it had turned into an eight-foot-tall cave troll. With a swing of its massive arm, it smashed into the half-orc, sending him flying to the side. 

Lugor turned the slide into a roll and sprang to his feet, watching in horror as the mimic-turned-troll carried its charge straight towards the novices. He pulled his shield off his arm and uttered a silent prayer. I hope this works!

He activated Shield Throw and bounced the shield towards the monster. When the weapon was just in front of it, he roared, "Barrier!"

The shield stopped in place as the skill took effect, ethereal shields spreading out and creating an impenetrable wall. Going too fast to stop, the mimic hit the barrier with a sickening crunch, reeling back as it was temporarily stunned.

"Strike now!" Lugor called as he ran to intercept the creature.

The room flashed with light as the novices fired off what limited skills they had. As he crossed the room, Lugor could see a hail of arrows peppering the mimic's troll form. Nicholas the Priest uttered an incantation and an arc of light whipped out from his hands, opening a thin cut on the monster's form. What caught Lugor's interest, however, was the effect Sandal and the Mages were having on the creature. They each let loose with a fire spell, and the mimic screeched in pain as the flames splashed across it.

It moved back into the centre of the room and Lugor watched as it was unable to regenerate its arm, the limb having turned to stone.

Its chosen form has the same weaknesses as the real deal, Lugor realised. "Sandal! Hit it with Firestorm!" From their lessons at the Academy, they'd learned that trolls were notoriously weak to fire, the element hardening their bodies into a rock-like formation.

"On it!" Sandal barked. The dwarf raised his hands, flames covering the right and a ball of air whirling in the left. "Firestorm!"

The mimic screeched again as the swirling flames enveloped its troll-form. It staggered out of the fire, shifting back into its regular chest shape. As it transformed, the stone-flesh sloughed off, with Lugor watching curiously. 

"We need to remove as much of its mass as possible," he said as he took position in front of the group. "It can't regenerate the flesh it loses, and I don't know if it's just me, but it looks a little smaller now."

"It definitely does." Sandal nodded. "But what the hell is it doing now?"

They watched as the mimic sprouted more tentacles and wrapped itself around what was left of the ceiling crystal. Suddenly, it started taking large bites out of it, the harsh crunching sound echoing in the cavern as it chewed. Next, the creature turned upside down and faced them before spitting the chewed-up crystal in their direction.

Lugor winced as one of the mini projectiles struck his cheek, opening a cut on his face. "Raise defences!"

Sandal stepped forward and raised his fists to the sky, erecting a wall of earth between them and the mimic. Under the constant barrage, small holes almost immediately began opening up in the makeshift wall.

"We need more!" Lugor shouted, wrapping his shield arm around the dwarf to shelter him from the onslaught.

"Force Shield!"

"Divine Protection!"

Two shimmering walls appeared behind Sandal's earth wall, and any crystal shot that made its way through the rock was stopped short by the double layer of magical shields.

As soon as the mimic stopped spitting the crystal, Lugor ordered the defences dropped. He charged towards the creature as it slipped down from the ceiling, catching it off guard.

"Shield Bash!" With the mimic stunned, Lugor plunged his sword into its wooden shell and moved behind it, forcing it to turn around once the stun wore off. The monster took the bait, enraged by his attack.

The half-orc grinned as, taking their cue, the novices let loose a barrage of spells and arrows. The mimic was unable to dodge with its back exposed and it screamed with rage as it was savaged by the blows. It made to turn and attack but Lugor hit it with another Shield Bash.

"No, you don't,” he snarled. "You're fighting me."

"Hasshhah!" the mimic spat. It was unable to speak, but Lugor was pretty sure he'd managed to piss it off.

The creature let out a full-on attack, sprouting as many tentacles as it could as it began striking at him. Popping Battle Rhythm, Lugor danced and parried through the storm of flailing appendages, grunting in pain as one finally made it through his defences and pierced his shoulder, rendering his sword arm useless.

The monster cackled, despite the attacks still peppering it from behind. Although they were doing a certain amount of damage, it was light enough that the mimic could tolerate things for a short while longer. With the effects of Battle Rhythm lost after a hit, Lugor was wide open. The monster raised its tentacles, the points turning into sharp, fleshy spearheads. It struck with them all simultaneously and Lugor shouted in pain as they pierced his body, the shock leaving him unable to move. His shield fell from his arm.

The mimic opened its maw and began to drag Lugor into its mouth. He struggled, but couldn't get free of the monster's clutches.

Faced with imminent death, all he could think was, What a crappy way to die.

This is pathetic even for a human, a guttural voice echoed through his mind. Distracted as he was, he felt the orc soul break through the mental walls he’d placed to keep it in check. This one is for free.

The inhuman energy of the orc soul flooded through his limbs, breaking him out of his stupor. His arms moved almost of their own accord, pressing against the mimic's jaw and preventing it from closing. His limbs struggled with the effort. Even as strong as he was, he wouldn't be able to hold it for long.

A great shout erupted from the group of novices. "With me, now!"

A battle cry tore from the throats of the new Adventurers, and Lugor heard feet pounding against the floor. He wanted to turn to look, but it was all he could do to keep the mimic from turning him into mincemeat.

"Concussion Palm!"

The pressure was lifted as the spell struck the creature. Using the distraction to free himself, Lugor pushed against the mimic, freeing himself from its mouth. 

"Darren? The hell are you doing!?" 

The one-armed Monk was panting from the effort of the charge. Bending down and grabbing Lugor's sword, he sliced swiftly, severing the mimic's tentacles while it was still stunned. "Saving you!"

As the boss monster recovered from the effects of Darren's stun, more tentacles emerged to replace the ones it had lost. It roared and made to attack again but was stopped by Jax, the Cavalier's mount charging into it and delivering a vicious kick at full speed.

"We've got this!" Jax barked at Darren. "Get Lugor back for healing!"

Lugor turned his head to see the rest of the frontliners following Jax into the fray, surrounding the monster and keeping it occupied.

Darren grabbed Lugor with his remaining arm and together they hobbled back to the dwarf as fast as they could, Sandal running to meet them. "Healing Mist!"

The half-orc sighed with relief as his wounds knitted back together, watching the novices fighting the boss with concern. They can't last forever.

Already, two of the new Adventurers had been knocked down by the monster's flailing tentacles. Lugor looked up at the remaining crystal formation and a plan rapidly took hold.

"Jax!" Lugor shouted. "Lure it underneath the crystal!"

The Cavalier looked back at him, understanding immediately. "Challenge!"

That must be one of his Cavalier skills, Lugor thought. As Jax shouted at the mimic, a shockwave with a slight red tinge erupted from him and struck the monster. Lugor assumed it was a taunt-type ability, as the mimic immediately gave up on attacking the grouped-up novices and gave chase, following Jax across the room.

The creature couldn’t match Gallus's speed, however, and together the plainstrider and his master led the boss monster towards the crystal formation.

"Bring it down!" Lugor roared, pointing his finger at the half-eaten crystal. As one, the novices unleashed a multitude of abilities.

"Fireball!"

"Holy Strike!"

"Dragonstrike Shot!"

The crystal starting shuddering, almost cleaved in two by the barrage, but it wasn't enough. With a slight curse under his breath, Lugor activated the Recall enchantment on his shield before hurling it upwards with Shield Throw, the ability finishing the job and sending the crystal crashing directly on top of the mimic.

It let out an ear-splitting shriek as the thing landed, the sheer weight of the rock opening a large hole in its shell as it pierced and crushed the monster. It wriggled pitifully, its strength completely gone - along with most of its health.

"Sandal," Lugor said. "Bring out the big spell."

"My pleasure," the dwarf said with a smile. He raised a fist in the air and intoned, "Meteor."

A ball of earth formed in the air, growing as Sandal fed it with mana. Once it was big enough, he brought his fist down in a fast strike and the giant ball of rock descended, fire enveloping it as it crashed towards the mimic. Before the creature could even cry out, the meteor exploded, throwing up a giant dust cloud and sending pieces of crystal into the air.

 

Congratulations! You have slain the Boss Monster: Greater Mimic
+ 2500 Experience

 

You have unlocked the perk: Dungeon Diver [1]
Requirements: Slay 5 Dungeon Bosses
Effect: +5% Damage against and reduction from Dungeon Boss monsters.
Rank 2 Requirement: Slay 100 Dungeon Bosses

 

Level up! You are now a Level 14 Champion
Strength +2, Constitution +5, Charisma +3

 

"Looks like getting beaten up so much really helped the constitution bonus," Lugor muttered to himself. 

"Huh?" Darren asked. "What do you mean?"

"Stat increases on level-ups remain the same up to level ten, pre-allocated by the class," Lugor explained. "After that point, the amount your stats increase is based on how you act through the course of the previous level. So, because I got injured a lot and used my support skills, my constitution and charisma increased more than my strength."

"Ah," Darren said. "I did wonder why the stat increases never changed. I got two level-ups from that boss fight; makes losing an arm almost worth it," he joked.

"Do you hear that, Lugor?" Sandal asked. He shook his head slowly, a small smile on his face. "The novices have it so easy levelling up."

"These youngsters don't know the struggle," Lugor joked. "That measly mimic was barely enough for a quarter of the experience I needed."

"I'm actually just on the edge of a third level-up." Darren grinned.

"Thanks for rubbing it in."

"We would have gotten even more if we were in a smaller group," Sandal said. "But the experience was divvied up between the twelve of us. That's why dungeon groups normally limit the numbers to five, max."

"Except for Reece," Lugor said, walking towards the mimic's corpse.

"Who is Reece?" Darren asked.

"A madman we went to the Academy with," Sandal explained. "After the tournament, he started training like a person possessed. He was a Rogue, developed insane reflexes and soloed dungeon bosses for huge amounts of experience. Called himself a dodge tank."

Darren shook his head in disbelief as they reached the mimic. The rest of the novices finished healing each other up and joined them.

"Isn't there meant to be a chest that appears after you kill a dungeon boss?" Jax asked.

"Yeah," Lugor replied, pointing to the dead mimic. "I think we killed it." Kneeling down, he moved the remaining clumps of crystal away from the monster’s corpse and opened its lid. As it came open, he had to dive backwards as loot began spewing out. Gems, gold coins and weapons, as well as armour and trinkets of all kinds erupted from the creature’s inert form. By the time it was done, they all stood open-mouthed, ankle deep in treasure.

Lugor stood, spitting out a small ruby. "All right, everyone! Start identifying this lot so we can go home!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[29]

Bad News

 

Lugor held his void satchel open as the novices lined up to deposit the items they’d received from slaying the mimic. All counted and identified, they'd gotten eight magical weapons and six pieces of armour, all enchanted with various effects. The current plan was to have Sandal look through them and disenchant whichever items would allow him to learn a new enchantment. 

"Oh, that's nasty," Jax said from the pile of gold and silver coins. The novice held up the chewed remains of Darren's arm, which had been ejected from the mimic's storage. "I don't suppose you want this back?"

Darren glanced at the severed limb, his face pale. "Yeah, I'm good."

Jax placed the limb back on the ground and continued collecting the leftovers. "Hey Lugor, there's some ore here!"

"What kind?" Lugor asked. He handed the satchel to Sandal so the dwarf could continue to collect the new gear from the novices and stepped over to Jax's side.

"Two that I can't Identify... plus iron, copper, and a little bit of coal." The Cavalier bent down to pick up the ore but stopped as Lugor grabbed his collar.

"Don't pick that up," he warned. One of the ores was new to him as well, but he recognised the other as the demonite he'd found earlier. "This ore is called demonite. I don't know exactly what it is, but it doesn't feel natural. Best leave it alone."

"If you say so." Jax shrugged. "Do you know what the other one is?"

"Nope. Identify."

 

Item: Mithril Ore
Quantity: 21
Quality: Good

 

"Apparently it's mithril. I'll have to have a play around with it when I get back to see what its properties are."

"Now that you've Identified it, can't you use the Advanced Prospect skill to look for more?" Jax asked.

Lugor slapped a palm to his face. "I must be tired. You're right; Prospect: Mithril."

As with the silverite, he felt a tug pulling straight down to the next floor of the dungeon. "Figured as much. It's all on the next floor down; seems like a higher-level material."

Jax carried on collecting the rest of the gold and silver that had popped out of the mimic. As the Cavalier swept around the monster's corpse, Lugor looked at the demonite ore with a frown. My orc soul reacted violently when I picked up the demonite earlier... I wonder if it had an effect on the mimic's growth? It'd explain the creature's ridiculous level, at least.

In Lugor's experience, a dungeon boss could never be higher in level than the floor it presided over. Which meant that the mimic should have been limited to level ten at the highest. At any rate, he hoped that demonite only appeared in this particular dungeon and nowhere else on the island. If his theory about demonite affecting monster growth was correct, then they might come up against something truly monstrous.

"We're all done collecting the loot," Sandal said from behind him, breaking him out of his train of thought.

"Alright. We'll head back to the village now. Hopefully you, me and Shiva can check out the next level before the dungeon generates a new boss monster for this floor."

"You want to check the next floor for higher-quality ore?"

"If we can find the time. If this mithril turns out to be useful I want to try to collect as much as I can."

Lugor swung his void satchel onto his back and everyone exited the dungeon. When they finally broke through to the outside, the half-orc was alarmed to see several gnoll corpses littering the area, with Mollie perched atop a small pile of them. She casually stretched before getting up to greet him.

"Sorry we took so long," he said to the undead creature. "We got held up."

"Are the plainstriders okay?" Jax asked in a small panic, brushing past him to inspect the giant birds. A couple had minor scratches and one was holding its wing at a funny angle, blood staining its once-pristine plumage. "Sandal, can you heal them?"

The dwarf placed a hand on each of the birds in turn, and they crooned happily as his healing spell patched them up.

Lugor was more interested in the gnoll corpses. He picked through the bodies, frowning as he held up a very nice-looking steel sword.

"What're you thinking?" Darren asked.

"I'm thinking they're much better-equipped than gnolls usually are."

"How so?"

"Gnolls are tribal monsters. They don't have the ability to forge and craft steel like this."

"Maybe they scavenged them," Darren suggested.

"I don't know many Smiths who would make armour and weapons perfectly shaped for gnolls to use," Lugor said, pointing out the gear. "I hope they scavenged them, because the alternative isn't exactly filling me with happy thoughts."

"What's the alternative?"

"That somebody is arming the damn things."

"Who would arm monsters?"

"Nobody with good intentions," Lugor replied darkly, placing the sword in his satchel. "No sense letting good steel go to waste; strip the corpses and let's get out of here. I've got a bad feeling."

They hopped onto the cart and the plainstriders and headed back, the cart jostling them as Mollie ran at full speed. Lugor had wanted to harness up one of the birds, but the bridle made for the undead cat wouldn't fit a plainstrider. He made a mental note to have a chat with Magnus about making one with the mana constructor when they got back.

They pulled up to the village, only to find the entrance blocked by a wooden gate, which definitely hadn't been there when they’d left that morning.

"Hey!" Lugor cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted, "Open up!"

Shiva's head popped over the top of the palisades, a cheeky smile on her face. "What's the password?"

"Just let us in. Darren's missing an arm and we nearly got eaten by a mimic."

Shiva looked down at him, stunned, her mouth taking shape of a small ‘o.’ She looked over her shoulder, calling down to somebody below her, and a few moments passed before the gate was pushed open by two of Darren's guardsmen. They rushed forward and helped their captain down from the cart, supporting him as they made their way into the village.

"The password is 'Lugor's a big dummy,' just for reference," Shiva said, walking through the gate and helping him unhitch Mollie from the cart. She gave him a quick once over. "What the hell happened to you guys? Your armour is all battered."

Lugor swung his satchel from his shoulders and handed it to Agda, asking the dwarf to drop it off in their hut so Sandal could go through the enchantments. "We accidentally stumbled across a dungeon boss room on the first floor and it was way over-levelled. On the upside, we got a hell of a lot of valuables from killing it; should make Peters happy, at least."

A strange look came over the dark elf's face and she bit her lip. "Yeah, about that. We need to go talk to Stangar; he's been waiting for you."

Lugor and Sandal followed her through the village to the hut Lord Peters and his steward shared. As they walked, he couldn't help but notice many of the expedition members looking glum, or afraid. "What happened while we were gone?" he murmured.

Shiva shook her head. "Not now, wait ‘til we meet with the others." She pushed open the door to Peters’ hut, not bothering to knock. Already waiting inside were Magnus and Jonas, matching pensive looks on their faces. They murmured a subdued greeting to Sandal and Lugor.

"Where's Stangar?" Lugor asked. "And Peters?"

The door was pushed open once more and the Berserker entered the room, Darren following close behind. "Everyone's here?"

They all found a place to perch themselves around the room in order to face one another. 

"What's going on?" Lugor asked. He was starting to get frustrated by the lack of answers. "Where's Peters?"

Stangar cleared his throat. "While you were in the mines, those demonic beasts came back for another pass."

"What!"

"They grouped up in front of the entrance, keeping us distracted." The Goliath scratched his beard and let out a sigh. "Then the ground started shaking. We thought it was an earthquake, but one of them was in the shape of a giant mole. It dug underneath our defences straight behind Peters’ hut and they kidnapped him, along with his steward."

"Gods dammit." Lugor struck the table he was leaning on with his fist. "Did we lose anyone else?"

Magnus shook his head and chimed in, "All my workforce were accounted for after the attack."

"As are the remaining members of my crew," Jonas said. He shook his head, braids swinging. "To think they penetrated our defences so easily. I must admit, it leaves me unsettled."

Stangar grunted. "The main problem we need to solve right now is, we need someone to take Peters' place. He may have gotten a shaky start, but everyone was starting to warm up to him once he started acting like he was in charge and helped with building up the village. It'll help keep everyone at ease."

"I can't do it," Magnus said. "I'm happy to stay in charge of construction, but my expertise doesn't run much further than that."

"Same here," Jonas agreed. "I'm a ship’s captain, not a village elder."

"What about Lugor?" Darren asked from his seat on the bed. 

"What?" The half-orc looked up in surprise. He hadn't been expecting that.

"My men all respect you; they'll have no trouble taking orders from someone who leads from the front. As far as I can tell, nobody outright hates you, even if there are a couple of people who still take issue with you being half-orc."

I don't know how I'm meant to lead an entire settlement, and my Awakening is looming, Lugor thought frantically. He realised everyone was staring at him, waiting for his response. "I can't. It can't be me."

Stangar let out a sigh. "I was afraid you'd say that. If nobody has any objections, I'll take over, at least until we find Peters."

"You think that's a possibility?" Sandal asked.

"Probably not, but I'm ever the optimist." Stangar grinned. "Let's call an assembly. After that, we'll give everyone some food and the evening off; they could do with one right now. Tomorrow, let's see if we can find a way to stop those git beasts tunnelling their way in again."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[30]

Nightmares and New Things

 

Lugor started awake at the sound of shouting. Bursting out of bed, he grabbed his sword from its position by the door, sensing Shiva, Sandal and Stangar close behind him. They charged toward the source of the noise, stopping in confusion as they found themselves outside one of the guard huts with no monsters in sight. More shouts came from within and Lugor flung open the door, expecting a fight - but saw only a concerned-looking Jax.

"It's Darren. He's having some kind of night terror but we can't wake him," he said fearfully.

"Out of the way." Stangar barged past Lugor and grabbed a waterskin from the floor. Popping the cork from the top with his teeth, he dumped its contents over the guard captain. The other guards, who had been crowding their leader with worry, stepped back to give them some room.

Darren woke with a start and immediately started flailing. Lugor winced as a wild kick connected with his shin and dropped to the ground, putting his weight over Darren's legs to stop him from doing any more harm to anyone - or himself.

Jax copied his movements and held down his captain's remaining arm. "Darren, it’s us! Stop fighting."

As his eyes found their focus, Darren started to calm down and stopped resisting, drawing in haggard breaths as he took in his surroundings. "You can let go," he finally sighed. "I'm alright."

They hesitantly withdrew from their positions and Darren sat up, still breathing heavily. Stangar knelt down and helped him to his feet.

 "Come on," the Goliath said. "Let's go for a walk, clear your head." He helped the Monk outside and the door softly clicked shut behind them.

"Does Darren often have nightmares?" Shiva asked.

Jax shook his head. "He's never mentioned having anything remotely like a bad dream, even after the kraken attacked us. I had bad nights for a week straight after seeing that thing."

"Maybe it's because of the mimic fight yesterday," Sandal suggested. He twirled his beard with his finger as he often did when thinking. "Losing an arm must be pretty traumatic."

"You're probably right," Lugor said. Bidding Jax and the other guardsmen farewell, they stepped outside. The half-orc was surprised to see most of the novices assembled with a mishmash of equipment, bleary-eyed but alert and ready for a fight.

"What's going on?" Agda asked. "We heard shouting."

Lugor was impressed by how quickly they'd all responded to the potential danger. They hadn't been nearly as quick as he and his friends, but the three of them had a lot more experience. "It's nothing, just somebody having a nightmare. You can all go back to bed."

The crowd dispersed and Lugor looked up at the sky. He grimaced as the sun started to show itself over the horizon, a thin blade of light cutting through the morning gloom. "You guys go ahead. I'm going to sort through the loot we got yesterday and see if I can come up with some gear ideas."

"Knock yourself out," Shiva said with a yawn, stretching her arms above her head. "I'm going back to bed. Hope the bedroll is still warm."

With a lazy wave, she went back to their hut, Sandal trailing behind her. As Lugor headed to his forge, he spotted Stangar and Darren sitting by the cooking fire, talking in quiet voices. Leaving them to it, he pushed open the door to the forge and frowned as he saw the mess of tools and scrap metal scattered across Jax's workstation.

"Somebody is getting a smack on the head next time I see them," he murmured. He was tempted to tidy it up himself, but decided Jax had to learn eventually.

"Who's getting a smack on the head?" came a voice from behind him.

Lugor turned to see Sandal standing in the doorway, the dwarf holding his void satchel.

"Jax," Lugor replied as Sandal shut the door behind him. "He's left his workstation a mess."

The dwarf let out a low chuckle as he pulled up a stool. "You're the spitting image of Garrol sometimes, you know that?"

Lugor smiled at the comparison. His Blacksmithing mentor was a gruff and often short-tempered man, but he was a brilliant craftsman and the half-orc respected him deeply. "I'll take that as a compliment. Why aren't you back in bed?"

"I figured we've got too much to do to spend any more time asleep. I'll go through and catalogue the enchantments we found while you get set up."

Lugor nodded in thanks as he set up the fire in his forge. As he slowly increased the temperature, he started to think about the morning's events. Everyone was quick to respond to Darren's shouts, but that's only because they were close enough to hear them. We don't have any way of alerting those out foraging or hunting.

An idea taking shape, he poured some ore into the forge, making a bronze alloy comprised of roughly three quarters copper and one quarter tin. Once the metal was ready, he took it out and let it cool slightly before hammering it into the correct shape. At first he'd intended to make a bell, but quickly realised he had no way to mold one. Fortunately, there was an easier alternative. He didn't have the Blacksmithing recipe for it unlocked, so he was running off guesswork, but before long, he was rewarded with a successful craft.

 

You have created a Gong of Poor quality
+ 100 Blacksmithing Experience Earned
+200 experience for crafting an unlearned recipe for the first time.

 

Hopefully the quality doesn't affect the effect too much, he mused. Though I can always try again now that I know how to make one if it’s not loud enough.

"Why have you made a nurkel?" Sandal asked from the other side of the room.

"What the hell is a nurkel?"

"That," Sandal pointed, "is a nurkel. It's used in dwarven religious ceremonies."

"Oh, we just call it a gong in the Common language. I realised we don’t actually have a way of alerting those who venture outside the village if there's danger or an emergency."

"Good idea. I finished going through those items, by the way. A few of them had enchantments I already know, but those I don't I've put on the table in the corner for you to look at."

Lugor moved to the table and picked through the items laid out for him. A couple wouldn’t be of any great use, but a few caught his eye.

 

Item: Lifebringer
Quality: Rare
Type: Staff (Magical)
Effects: +10% Bonus to all healing spells.
                Increase to shadow resistance.

I'll find out who is happy to continue as a support role and get Sandal to enchant their weapons with this. If we find ourselves in a drawn-out battle, reducing how much mana the healers burn through will come in handy. Moving to the side, he examined a boomerang made of wood, its ends tipped with metal.

 

Item: Wind Shear
Quality: Rare
Type: Thrown
Effect: Sends out a wave of damaging air when thrown. Deals elemental damage.

 

Lugor drummed his fingers against his thigh but couldn't think of anything especially strong he could use the thing for. Leaving it for now, he Identified the next item, an exceptionally nice-looking silverite spear.

 

Item: Cloud Piercer
Quality: Rare
Type: Spear
Effect: Deals shock damage on hit.

 

Finally, he examined a throwing knife sitting at the edge of the table.

 

Item: Magnun
Quality: Uncommon
Type: Dagger (Thrown)
Effect: The point of this knife is drawn to targets wearing magnetic metal.

 

Lugor let out a deep breath and scratched his head.

"What are you thinking?" Sandal asked.

"I'm just trying to think of a use for these enchantments. The Recall on my shield is super useful, but once I've thrown it, I've only got my sword to block or parry against the enemy in front of me. I was hoping to solve that at some point. At any rate, you may as well go ahead and disenchant the items with the enchantments you don't know."

"Sure. What do we do with the ones I don't need to disenchant?"

Lugor shrugged. "We'll see which of the novices can use them and give them the extra gear. It'll save me making them new weapons from the limited ore we have on hand."

While Sandal took care of the disenchantment, the half-orc turned his attention to the mithril ore the mimic had dropped. Placing it in the forge, he frowned as it refused to melt. As hard as he tried, he couldn't raise the temperature of the forge high enough to have any effect.

"Sandal, do you think you could use your Elementalist ability to increase the heat of the forge?"

"Maybe. Let me give it a try."

As Sandal moved next to the forge, Lugor caught sight of the mana-mithril hammer. "Do you have any mana potions?" he asked.

Sandal pulled one out of his belt pouch and handed it to him. "Experimenting a little?"

"Something like that. I'm curious what makes something a mana-mithril item. I'm assuming that I just throw some of this potion into the mix, like I did with the anti-magic weapon oils when we were at the Academy."

The dwarf crouched by the forge and placed his hands near the fire, whispering a quiet incantation to the flames. Lugor had no idea how the dwarf's element manipulation really worked; all he cared about was that the mithril was now beginning to sag as the increase in heat broke it down.

Lugor pulled off his shirt at the rising temperature. He wasn't worried about potential burns; his constitution made him resilient and Sandal could always patch him up if necessary. Pouring the mana potion into the mix, he watched as the blue ore melted and absorbed the liquid into itself, changing in colour to an extremely light blue he could almost mistake for steel.

Signalling Sandal to cut the heat, Lugor poured the metal out and used his hammer to beat it, casting the mithril into an ingot.

 

You have created a Mana-Mithril Ingot
+ 50 Blacksmithing Experience

 

The half-orc wiped the sweat from his brow and held a palm over the ingot. "Identify."

 

Item: Mana-Mithril Ingot
Quality: Normal
Description: Mana-Mithril hums with magical energy and is more impacted by its effects. Items crafted primarily with this material can hold a higher quantity and quality of enchantments.

 

It worked! Lugor felt a flash of excitement. He read the description aloud to Sandal and said, "I don't think we can use mana-mithril for armour. If my theory is right, I think you'd take more magical damage when you wear it. We wouldn't have a problem making weapons with it, though; we can deck them out with enchantments and increase everyone's fighting ability."

"Means we’d need to spend less time collecting it as well," Sandal commented. "Making armour uses more ingots, right? No harm in sticking with either steel, a silversteel alloy, or just straight silversteel if there's enough of it. Though from our experience that's not likely."

"Exactly." Lugor's mind raced as he started thinking of what they could achieve with extra enchantments on everyone's weapons. He looked over at his sword leaning against the wall, a grin spreading across his face.

"I get the feeling you're about to embark on a mad crafting spree," Sandal said, slowly backing towards the door. "I'll leave you to it."

"Oh, no you don't," Lugor said, a mad gleam in his eyes. "I need you to help me smelt the mithril and enchant the pieces. Clear your schedule, we've got work to do!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[31]

Storm

 

"So, what do you think?" Lugor asked.

Sandal scratched his beard, leaning back against one of the workbenches. They'd worked all morning making weapons for the novices. There were still a lot more that needed to be crafted, but they'd sorted out those they thought had the highest potential for mana-mithril gear. Lugor had created a new spear and a small shield for Jax, plus a hefty battleaxe for Agda and a couple other pieces as well. The half-orc had wanted to make a fist-weapon for Darren, but he wasn't sure if the Monk would want to fight again so soon after losing an arm.

"It's not a bad idea," Sandal said slowly. "But I'm not a Blacksmith, so I don't know if it'll actually work. I'm pretty sure I can restrict the enchantment to only affect the blade; otherwise it'll be impossible to pull it out of any metal armour you pierce.""

"It'll work. I just need you to get the enchantment stuff set up."

"Sure. I'll take care of that now; want me to get the forge temperature up first?"

Lugor nodded, waiting patiently for Sandal to use his Elementalist skills to increase the heat. Once more the mithril began to melt, and Lugor waited for the exact right time to add the mana potion to the mix. He'd waited ‘til now to make his own weapon so he could first come to grips with the process of creating and working with the mana-mithril. 

Leaving him to it, Sandal moved out of the way and began collecting the gems required for the enchantments Lugor wanted for his blade. The half-orc barely noticed him leaving, focused as he was on his work. He had to stay in the zone, because he was going a bit off the beaten path with this one.

Forging a billet of mana-mithril, he grabbed his hammer and knocked it into shape. Based on his idea, the finished sword would be slightly wider than his previous one. He kept hitting away until the metal took the correct shape, then gave it an appraising glance. It looked almost like a falchion in style; the blade single-edged, with a straight back. Putting it to the side, he repeated the process, crafting a matching half-blade. 

This next bit will be a pain, he sighed to himself. It took a short while, but eventually he managed to get a pommel into each of the blades - except they weren't like any pommels he'd made before. Each looked like it had been cut in half. Normally by this time he'd have been rewarded with a crafting notification and a chunk of Blacksmithing experience, but he wasn't done yet.

"Sandal, they're ready for you."

The dwarf helped Lugor carry the blades to one of the workbenches, where Sandal had set up his enchantment gear and gems. He'd drawn a circle with chalk and placed the gems within the boundary alongside the blades. Sandal sat down on a stool and began etching runes into the back edge of the blades, each one glowing briefly as it was finished.

The dwarf set the enchanting scriptor down on the table, flexing his fingers to work out a small cramp. "Did you want to name them?"

"You can do that?" Lugor asked.

"Yeah, I can inscribe the name on the blades. It only takes a little bit of mana and stops it being named something generic, like, 'Mana-Mithril Sword.'"

"Huh." Lugor scratched the back of his head. He pointed at one of the blades and then the other in turn. "Wind and Lightning."

Sandal etched a few more runes along the base of the blades. Turning the metal back around, he scratched the second enchantment alongside Wind, adding the Air Strike enchantment. Several of the gems dissolved into the air as they were used to power the magic. Putting Wind to the side, he picked up Lightning and repeated the process, adding the Shock enchantment.

"Okay." Sandal let out a tired breath, the work draining him of energy. "All the enchantments are done; let's see if this actually works. The command word is Bind, by the way."

Lugor picked up a blade in each hand and held his breath. Holding them out in front of him, he pressed the back edges together and said, "Bind!"

A thunderclap erupted from the tip of the sword as the two blades bound themselves together, sending tools flying across the room and making Lugor's ears ring.

 

Congratulations, you have crafted a sword of Masterwork quality!
+ 5000 Blacksmithing Experience
Experience Required for Next Level: 5

 

"What the hell was that!?" Sandal exclaimed, rubbing his ears with his fingers. "I swear, if I get tinnitus from that…"

Lugor watched with amusement as his friend plugged his ears and walked around the room, repeating the words, "Mawp, mawp."

He held the sword upright between both hands. "Identify item."

 

Item: Storm
Quality: Masterwork
Type: Dual-Sword
Description: Herald of Destruction

 

"Sandal?"

The dwarf stopped his mawping. "Yeah?"

"I just Identified the sword, but its name is Storm now?"

"Probably because it's a mix of two different swords?" Sandal suggested with a shrug. "I'm just glad using the Magnetise enchantment worked like you planned."

"For sure." Lugor nodded.  By forging two different half-swords and binding them with the Magnetise enchantment, he had hoped to create a weapon unlike anything he'd made before. Because the full piece was made of two different swords, Sandal had been able to place Magnetise on each of them, as well as the Shock effect on the Lightning blade and the Air Strike enchantment on the Wind blade.

Lugor wrapped his arms around the dwarf, giving him a firm hug. "Thanks, Sandal. Couldn't have done it without you."

"Just make me something cool later on as payment," came the muffled reply.

The door creaked open and Lugor heard someone cough.

"Well, isn't this a little homoerotic?" Shiva said dryly.

Lugor turned his head around to see the dark elf standing in the doorway, eyebrows raised and a smile on her face.

"There's nothing wrong with two dudes hugging it out," Sandal said as he let go of Lugor.

Shiva laughed. "Sure, but do you have to be shirtless for it? If you're more interested in Sandal than me, Lugor, just let a girl know."

Lugor looked down. He had forgotten they'd stripped their tops off from the heat of the forge. He grabbed his shirt and wiped the sweat away before pulling it on. "Why'd you come here?"

"Because it sounded like an explosion came from in here and Stangar wanted me to check on you. I told him you were probably just experimenting with crafting but he's being extra cautious since we lost Peters and the steward."

"You weren't wrong. Lugor's new sword is mental," Sandal said as he pulled on his own shirt.

Shiva sighed. "I knew it would be something like that. Let's look, then."

Lugor handed her the sword and her mouth dropped open.

"Masterwork, very nice," she purred. "How do you do that explosion thing?"

"You have to split it then bind it."

"Huh?"

Lugor took the sword back from her and intoned, "Split."

The magnetism enchantment was disabled and the two blades fell away from each other, reverting from Storm into Wind and Lightning. He handed her both blades. "Now put them near each other and say, ‘Bind.’"

"Bind!"

As the blades connected, another thunderclap rang out and a wave of air sent Sandal's enchantment tools all over the room. The dwarf himself clapped his hands back over his ears. "New rule: No binding Storm inside; my hearing can't take it." With a grumble, he left the forge, still repeating, "Mawp, mawp."

Lugor re-tidied the forge with Shiva's help. He left the forge lit, imagining that Jax and the others would arrive soon to work on their Blacksmithing skill. As soon as he was done, a loud grumbling came from his midsection.

"Have you even eaten anything today?" Shiva asked. "You weren't at breakfast."

"Uhm, no. Is it time for lunch?"

"I think it'll be ready soon. You should come take a break; you've been working since before dawn."

"We don't have time for breaks," Lugor said. "I still need to make more weapons for everyone, new armour pieces, we need to build up the defences, we need to gather food, and we need to grind out levels in the mines. We don't have time for-" He was silenced as Shiva pressed her hand over his mouth.

"You don't have to do it all, Lugor. We're all in this together, so don't try to be the hero all the time." She removed her hand and intertwined her fingers with his. "Now shut up and let's go get some food before you get hangry."

Lugor frowned. "I don't get hangry."

"Do you call stabbing Sandal in the hand with a fork when he tried to take your parsnips not a hangry reaction?" she asked as they left the forge.

He shrugged. "That's not a hangry reaction, I did tell him he shouldn't try to take my food."

"It was an overreaction."

"It was justice."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[32]

Scouting Trip

 

 "Ah, that hits the spot." Lugor dipped his spoon back into the bowl, softly blowing on the steaming hot stew before devouring another mouthful.

"It fills you up, at least," Shiva said. "Though what I wouldn't give for some Academy food. I never thought I'd miss carrots, of all things."

"I think there were a couple Druid class scrolls in amongst the bunch we took from the tower. Can't Druids use their mana to force plants to grow?"

Shiva wiped her mouth. "Pretty sure most of them can; it's part of their class rather than a spell."

"Sort of like Sandal's element manipulation."

"Exactly. We should track them down and start growing our own food. The plainstriders are laying eggs too, so we've got protein covered." Shiva put her bowl down and flopped back onto the ground. "And with all the salt Jonas's crew has been collecting from the seawater, the extra game we've been hunting isn't going to waste."

"We're slowly getting ourselves together. Feels like we've been here forever." Lugor looked around the small crowd of expedition members eating their share of the stew. "Where's Sandal?"

Shiva sat up and scanned the area before pointing. "Over there with Stangar."

He followed her gaze and saw the Goliath waving his arm, calling them over. Getting to their feet with a huff, they joined their companions by the palisades.

"We think we've come up with a potential method of defending against those creatures tunnelling under the walls again," Stangar said.

"What’s the plan?"

"More work for me," Sandal said, a miserable look on his face. "I'm going to condense all the earth within the walls and mold the floor into almost rock-like hardness. It won't be pretty or comfy, but they shouldn't be able to get through it."

"Are you sure that's going to work?" Shiva asked.

Stangar shook his head. "Not a clue, but unless you've got any other ideas, we're rolling with that."

"Is there anything in particular you want us to do?" Lugor asked.

"There is, actually. From what I can tell, the guards have fairly good proficiency in weapon skills, so they just need the class levels to match. For the workers who picked up a class, they're lacking in both. I want Lugor to take some guards out on Mollie and the plainstriders. Go as far as you can, kill everything you see that looks like a monster. Be back within two hours, then switch off to a new set of guards."

 "Why can't I be the one to leave the village?" Shiva asked.

"Because Lugor's got the Champion skills to save anyone who bites off more than they can chew."

"So I'm just helping them power level?" Lugor asked.

Stangar nodded. "We need them stronger."

"Why don't I just take them through the mines?"

"Because we need to scout more of our surrounding area as well. Take them along the coast, see if you can find any monster nests and clear them out. I want a secure perimeter."

"Sounds like a plan," Lugor said. "Wish you'd been in charge since the beginning instead of Peters; it feels like you actually know what you're doing."

The Goliath simply grunted in response and continued his conversation with Sandal about the logistics of hardening the soil within the palisades. Lugor made to go get his gear and Shiva fell in beside him.

"If you and your group see any herbs while you're out, mind grabbing them?" she asked. "Going by Stangar's plans, we're going to deplete our mana potions super fast."

"I'll keep an eye out," he promised. "Have you seen Jax? I need to ask him if he wants to come along, and if we can take the plainstriders. They technically belong to him, anyway."

Shiva pointed towards one of the houses, where Jax and Darren were sitting on the ground. They leaned against the wall, speaking in low voices. "They've been there for the past hour, but I don't think they want to be interrupted."

"Why?" Lugor looked over and saw the two guardsmen sitting shoulder to shoulder, the sides of their heads gently resting against each other. The half-orc felt a coin drop in the recesses of his mind. "Oh, I get it now."

"You've always been this dense, haven't you?" Shiva teased. 

"Don't you have training to teach?" he grumbled. Leaving the laughing dark elf behind, he headed towards the two men. He hated to disturb them, but he didn't want to just run off with Jax's mount without asking him first.

"Hey Lugor, what's up?" Darren looked up as the half-orc approached, raising his remaining arm to shield his eyes from the sun.

"Stangar wants me to power-level you all. I need to take the plainstriders with us so we can sweep the area; just wanted to ask Jax if we could use them."

Jax got to his feet, patting the dust off his trousers. "No problem with that. Mind we if come along?"

"I was going to ask if you wanted to," Lugor said with a nod. "Are you feeling up to it, Darren?"

The guard captain let out a tired sigh before extending his arm. Lugor pulled him to his feet.

"I'm up for it," he responded. "No sense moping around forever. Stangar really helped this morning, so I'm feeling a bit better."

"Glad to hear it. Do me a favour and collect Agda, Nicholas and one other. I'll be riding on Mollie, so we can take five of you at a time. Meet by the gates in ten."

The half-orc went back to his room and grabbed his gear. Mollie was lounging in the sun outside the door, so he gave her a quick scratch behind the ears before walking with her to the gate. He took a folded-up blanket with him; while the plainstriders were comfy enough to ride due to their incredibly soft feathers, Mollie, on the other hand, was not so much.

"Maybe we should start collecting the feathers they shed for bedding," he murmured to himself. Mollie's chest rumbled, and he couldn't tell if the undead cat was agreeing with him or just making noise for the sake of it.

As he approached the gate, he saw the novices assembled and ready. Jax was kneeling on the ground, attaching something to the feet of the plainstriders.

"What's he doing?" Lugor asked as he came to a stop.

Agda looked up at him. "Something we worked on the other day. We were grinding out Blacksmithing experience making horseshoes when Jax had the bright idea to make horseshoes for the ‘striders." She frowned slightly. "Or bird shoes, I guess?"

Lugor laughed softly before crouching down next to Jax, admiring the now-ironclad talons.

"What do you think?" Jax asked nervously.

"It's nice work," Lugor complimented. "Should increase how much damage they can deal with their feet and also help them grip better."

They mounted up and headed south into the forest, back towards their original landing site. Jax and the others pulled ahead of Lugor on the plains, Mollie unable to match the raw speed of the ‘striders. In the forest, however, they caught up and took the lead. The undead cat was well suited to navigating between the trees at speed, and the giant birds were unable to match her agility.

"So, what's the plan?" Agda asked as Lugor slowed to a swift trot.

"We need to get your levels up as fast as possible. Having weapon skills is great, but levels really bring a raw power increase. We're going to scout the east and kill every monster we see. If there's a dense amount of the same type then there's probably a nest. If that's the case, we'll clean them out."

"Sounds good to me," the dwarf replied with a grin before looking over her shoulder at the rest of the party. "Try to keep up!"

Kicking her plainstrider with her heels, Agda tore through the trees, laughing as the wind whipped past. Lugor watched with amusement as his charges held an impromptu race. He started to call out a warning as they headed straight for a giant spider, before realising that was in fact their intention. Without missing a beat, Agda swung her axe as she passed the arachnid, severing its left-side legs. Jax and Darren followed and finished the monster off.

Lugor held back as his trainees looped back in a circle at the sound of more chittering, several more spiders bursting from a hole in the ground. The half-orc kept himself out of the fight, dismounting from Mollie and keeping an eye on the ensuing melee. He didn't want to get involved unless he had to; it was important for the novices to get the experience points for the kills.

Fortunately, he didn't have to worry. Jax and Agda did a good job of taking the frontline, allowing Darren to slip behind the creatures and deliver heavy hits. It also let Nicholas keep distance and cast damage spells, with the occasional heal where necessary.

Once they’d dispatched the remaining spiders, Lugor walked over to his party, who were panting from the exertion of the fight.

"Nice work, guys," he complimented. "I'm glad you paid attention to your training; you worked well as a team."

They all smiled at the praise. "We had good teachers," Jax said.

Agda snorted with laughter. "Hang on, Jax, I think there's a part of Lugor's arse you haven't kissed."

"Bite me."

Lugor stifled a laugh. "Come on. Mount up and let's keep moving, we still need to scout a bit further."

They set off, keeping a good pace as they moved through the trees, and Lugor started leading them inland, out of the forest. After a short while, he frowned as he heard strange sounds over a small hill in the distance. He raised his hand, calling a halt.

"Do you guys hear that?" he asked.

Darren slowed to a stop next to him and tilted his head. "Yeah, sounds like... a battle?"

"Come on." Lugor gently tapped Mollie's sides with his heels. “Let's crest the hill and see if we can check on what's happening."

They quietly made their way up the hill. Once near the top, they dismounted and crouch-walked the rest of the way. Peeking over the incline, Lugor cursed under his breath at the sight before him.

In the distance he could see a small encampment, made of roughly put-together tents and lean-tos. Small fires were dotted around the camp, but most curious were the gnolls fighting within it. Many of the creatures were dead or dying, and he could see two much larger ones duelling in the middle of the battlefield, the other gnolls giving them a wide berth.

"Why are they fighting amongst themselves?" Nicholas whispered from down the line.

Lugor shook his head. "They aren't. They're different tribes."

"How can you tell?"

"Some of them are equipped with steel armour and weapons, same as the ones Mollie and the plainstriders killed outside the mines while we were fighting the mimic. It's probably a battle to gain control of the other tribe; monster races usually follow the same rule."

"What's the rule?" Agda asked.

"Might makes right."

They didn't have to wait much longer for the fight to be concluded. The large gnoll equipped with steel broke past the defences of its opponent and plunged a short sword through the other’s throat before severing its head with a single stroke. The gnoll bent down and picked up the head, raising it into the air and letting out a victorious roar that echoed across the plains.

With the fight between the alphas decided, the defeated tribe threw down their weapons and surrendered. Satisfied that no other would challenge it, the victorious alpha barked commands at the now-larger tribe. They quickly stripped the camp of anything useful and headed inland, leaving the dead behind.

"Should we go after them?" Darren asked hesitantly.

"No, there's too many of them. But I want to check out that camp, see if we can learn anything. To be honest, I'm starting to get a little worried."

"Why?"

"Because if my theory is right, someone is turning that tribe into an army."
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Troubles and Traitors

 

They stayed crouched on the hill for another thirty minutes to make sure the gnolls were definitely gone before mounting up and descending to the now-quiet encampment. They picked through the bodies to see if there was anything useful, but it seemed the gnolls had been thorough. Any of the monsters equipped with steel had been stripped bare, and the gnolls who had previously occupied the camp had nothing worth taking.

"Hey Lugor! We've got a live one here," Darren called from the other end of the camp.

The half-orc jogged over to the guard captain, finding him standing over a steel-clad gnoll. The monster had a nasty-looking gash across its midsection, blood seeping from the wound. It drew in ragged breaths as it glared defiantly up at them.

"It was hiding under a collapsed tent," Darren explained. "Want me to kill it?"

Lugor crouched down and looked into the monster’s eyes. "Do you understand me?"

The gnoll growled but nodded its head.

"Where did you get this steel?" Lugor picked up a short sword lying next to the creature. "Who gave you this?"

The gnoll's only response was to spit a glob of blood in Lugor's direction. It landed on his chest-plate and the half-orc let out a tired sigh. Reaching out, he pressed his finger into the monster's wound, causing it to mewl pitifully in pain.

"I'll ask again," he said. "Who is equipping your tribe?"

The monster's voice was low and guttural. It spoke slowly, unused to the Common Tongue. "Death... bringer."

"Who is the death-bringer?"

The gnoll didn't respond, a fearful look colouring its features. Lugor grabbed it by the throat and squeezed. "Trust me when I say I can hurt you just as much as whoever leads you. Who is the death-bringer?"

"Human," the gnoll croaked. Lugor released his grip so the creature could breathe. "Human come, give steel. Gives magic stones. Makes beasts, raises dead."

The half-orc's stomach sank. If he understood what the gnoll was saying, they were in serious trouble. "This death-bringer. Is he bald?" Seeing that the gnoll didn't understand, Lugor tugged at his own hair. "Does the death-bringer have this?"

The gnoll shook its head.

"Thanks." Taking a firm hold of the shortsword, he plunged it into the gnoll, dropping its health points low enough for a quick kill.

"You know who this death-bringer is?" Darren asked.

Malcolm. "Unfortunately. We'll discuss it later." Lugor was about to get up when he noticed a necklace resting against the gnoll's chest. As he went to grab it, he felt a familiar revulsion.

Demonite, he thought. He must be using it to amplify the monsters’ growth rate. Leaving the necklace on the corpse, he got to his feet and let out a big sigh. "Let's get the others. We need to get back immediately."

They raced back to the village, electing to keep to the forest’s edge so the trees didn't slow them down. As the small settlement came into view, a loud explosion boomed across the plains.

Lugor cursed under his breath. "What now? Mollie, let's go!"

The cat amped up the pace, and as they drew closer, another explosion sounded. The half-orc drew his sword and got ready for a fight. Charging towards the gate, he looked on with confusion at the scene before him. Many of the expedition members were milling around outside the gate, talking in excited voices as the smoke slowly cleared.

"What's going on?" Lugor asked. He slowed Mollie to a stop next to Shiva, who was holding a vial of clear liquid. "We heard explosions."

"That was me," she said with a grin. "Check this out." She handed him the vial.

With a raised eyebrow at her excited look, he Identified the item in his hand.

 

Explosive Vial
Causes an explosion when shattered.

 

"You've been busy," he said, carefully handing the vial back to her. "How the hell did you make that?"

"Used some of the sulphur you brought back from the mines. I've been chatting with Stangar and he's suggested that I make up a load more and we set traps in the ground around the village."

"Sounds good to me. I was worried we were under attack again."

"Nah, it's been quiet. How was your scouting trip?"

"We had to cut it short. I need to call a meeting - do you know where Magnus and Jonas are?"

Shiva stowed the vial in her belt pouch before tapping her chin in thought. "I think Jonas took some of the other new Adventurers with him and his crew down to the sea to gather fish."

"Damn. Okay, let's just grab Sandal and Stangar for now and have the others meet us when they get back."

"Are you alright?" she asked, wrapping her hand around his as they headed into the village to find their friends. "You seem worked up."

"I'll explain when we're with the others," Lugor replied with a tired sigh. "I'm just stressed out. Our defences are getting there but I'm still worried they won't be enough."

She gave his hand a reassuring squeeze. "Sounds like you need some rest and relaxation. Want to go for a swim with me later?"

He was about to say no, thinking about all the hundred and one different things they still had to do. But then, maybe a break would clear his head. "I'd like that."

They found Sandal on his hands and knees in the centre of the village, murmuring an incantation as he pressed his hands against the ground. They watched from a distance as the earth glowed faintly beneath him, the soft soil shifting about as it condensed into solid rock. The dwarf dusted off his hands, rolling back into a squat as he caught his breath.

"Hey, man," Lugor called as he approached his companion. "How's the earth-hardening going?"

Sandal held up a finger, forestalling any conversation. He reached into his pouch, pulled out a small vial of mana potion, and chugged the whole thing. "It's draining, but we're getting there." The dwarf held out a hand and Lugor grabbed it, pulling him to his feet.

"I've done maybe a third of the village, I think? Should take another two or three days. Once it's finished there's no way they're digging their way in again. I'll probably reinforce the ground around the palisades as well, so they'll be harder to breach."

"Maybe you could shape a trench around the perimeter," Lugor suggested. "We could fill it with bramblethorn, or maybe stakes or something."

Sandal rubbed the back of his neck. "Honestly? I don't have the time or the mana to do something like that. Even just doing this is rinsing our stockpile of potions. Shiva can barely keep up."

The half-orc looked over his shoulder to see a few of the expedition members idling around. All the foraging and gathering groups were full, and there wasn't a huge amount to do back at the village. "Why don't I get my Blacksmithing apprentices to make some more pickaxes and shovels?" he suggested. "It'll take a while, but even if we only dig out a part of it, it'd take a lot of the strain off you."

"Sounds good to me." Sandal nodded. "If you get most of it done, I can finish off the rest."

"I'll ask Stangar if he could help dig; with his strength it should go by a lot quicker. Where is he, anyway?"

"In Peters' old hut, I think. Talking to Magnus."

"Alright, come with us. I need to tell you all something."

They reached the hut just as Magnus was leaving. He gave them a respectful nod as they passed. Lugor knocked on the door.

"Come in," came the gruff reply.

Stangar gave them a weary look as they entered. "Why do I get the feeling you're about to drop some more bad news on me?"

"More bad news?" Shiva echoed. "What's happened now?"

The Goliath pinched the bridge of his nose and let out a breath. "One of Magnus's workers committed suicide."

There was a sharp intake of breath from the three young Adventurers.

"What? Why?" Sandal exclaimed.

"He couldn't handle the stress and fear," Stangar said. "Apparently the man has been shaky ever since the shipwreck, even after we found the village. I think Peters and the steward being abducted from under our noses pushed him over the edge. He ate a load of the poison berries from the alchemy hut."

Lugor beat a fist against the wall he was leaning on. "Gods dammit. We're meant to be protecting these people."

"You can't protect them from themselves," Shiva said gently. "But we can try."

"I've told Magnus to come up with a load of jobs for everyone who isn't busy," Stangar continued. "Repairing the disused buildings, fletching arrows, stuff like that."

"Don't we only have four or five bows that actually survived the shipwreck?" Sandal asked.

"It doesn't matter if the job is useful or not," Stangar replied. "The important thing is to keep everyone busy so they don't have time to think about how dire the situation is."

"I was going to have everyone start digging a trench," Lugor said. "Sandal can't do it all himself without exhausting our stockpile of mana potions."

"Good idea; we can start that today. Now come on, what's your bad news?"

"Oh, you're going to love this," Lugor sighed.

He explained what he'd discovered on the scouting trip, how the gnolls were slowly absorbing smaller tribes into their own rapidly forming army, as well as the demonite accelerating their growth and power.

"That's not the worst part, though," he said. "I think the person behind it all is definitely Malcolm."

Shiva and Sandal both cursed, and Stangar frowned. "Who is Malcolm?" he asked.

"The half-orc Necromancer who attacked and destroyed my village, and Shiva's home as well."

"Ah, that's right. Maric mentioned it in his letter, carry on."

"I don't know how he's done it, but he brought the people he captured from my village here and turned them into those beasts. And now he's building an army out of those gnolls."

"Why does he need an army?" Sandal asked. "And how did he know we'd be coming here?"

"He set the whole thing up," Shiva said darkly. She paced the room, angry energy making it impossible for her to remain still. "He got Peters to bring an expedition here and told him to recruit us, which would place Lugor within easy reach." She glanced at him. "He's going to try to force you to lose your Awakening, so he gets his very own orc Champion."

"You think Peters was in on it?" Stangar asked her.

"That part is mostly a guess," Shiva said slowly. "But think about it, isn't it weird that when Peters and his steward vanished, there weren't any signs of spell-casting or a struggle? She wasn't a weak Mage; she would have fought back." 

"Speaking of the Awakening," Stangar interrupted. "What's the progress on that?"

Lugor took a deep breath. "Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 90%

 

His mouth dropped open at the sight. "What the hell..."

"What is it?"

"The Awakening... it's at ninety percent. But I don't understand, it was only seventy percent not too long ago. Maric said it should take longer!"

"I think I know why it's increasing so quickly," Sandal said grimly. Digging into his belt pouch, he withdrew a lump of demonite. "When I was hardening the floor in our hut, I found this buried beneath your bedroll, a few inches below the floorboards."

Lugor groaned. "Someone must have put it there. Shiva's theory about Peters is looking more likely."

"I don't know if it was him," Stangar replied with a shake of his head. "But his steward, Priya. She always seemed very unwilling to let him out of her sight, almost like she was keeping an eye on him."

"It doesn't matter either way," Lugor said. "They're gone, and my Awakening is nearly here. What do we do?"

"We build up the defences as best we can." Stangar picked up his handaxe and gave it a swing. "And if anyone comes after us, we cut their heads off. Keep an eye on your Awakening. When it gets to ninety-five percent, let me know."

"What are we going to do when it hits ninety-five?" Sandal asked.

"Get far away from the village and have Lugor let the orc soul out until the Awakening is triggered completely. Once that happens, it's up to him to emerge the victor."

Lugor let out a dark laugh. "And if I lose?"

"Then it's up to us to put the monster down."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[34]

Diggy Diggy Hole

 

Lugor wiped the dirt from his forehead as he took a short break from digging. With the help of Jax and Agda, they'd made a good number of shovels and pickaxes the day before once Stangar had dismissed his charges from their meeting. Conscripting anyone who wasn't busy, the half-orc had set them to the task of clearing the top layer of soil and dirt in front of the palisades.

"Darren and I were going to go for a swim today, you know," Jax said from his position in the trench. "A nice dip in the water, maybe a nap on the beach. But this is fine, I'd definitely much rather be digging for twelve hours. Yup."

"Tough tiddles," Agda said. The dwarf was currently shovelling the collected dirt into the cart, where one of the plainstriders was hitched up and ready to dump it elsewhere. "I think building defences is a bit more important than you going for a roll in the sand."

Lugor rolled his eyes. "Stop arguing, you two. Take a break if you want, Jax, I'm ready to jump back in."

"Don't I get a break?" Agda asked.

"At some point." Lugor jumped into the trench and shot her a smile. "But I know you won't complain about working as much as he does."

The dwarf laughed as Jax stomped, grumbling, to the water barrel, dipping a mug into it and pouring it over his head.

"How deep are we going, anyway?" Agda asked as she threw another shovelful of dirt over her shoulder.

"About four or five feet, maybe, but more if we can. Sandal can finish the rest with his earth-shaping abilities."

"I'll feel a lot better once we have this done." Agda leaned on her shovel. "Looks like Shiva's finished up some more of those explosives, too."

Lugor looked over his shoulder to see the dark elf coming out of the village holding a crate of vials, which were nestled between some of the feathers moulted by the plainstriders.

"I thought you were meant to be making more mana potions for Sandal?" the half-orc called as she passed.

Shiva shrugged as she came to a stop next to the trench. "I've got my trainees making them. They need the practice and we need more traps down."

"Fair enough."

With a wave, the dark elf departed, handing the crate to Magnus. Having figured out the blast radius of each vial, he and a couple others were placing them around the village at a safe distance. The vials were buried just underneath the ground, with large stones, each inscribed with a fire rune, covering the base. The plan was that once the stones were trodden on, the pressure would break the glass and the fire rune would ignite the explosive.

The only trouble was that they’d used up all the vials in the alchemy lab to hold the explosives. Lugor made a mental note to make more pewter vials for the various potions Shiva's apprentices were making. Thanks to them, they were starting to amass a good supply of healing and mana potions, as well as weapon oils. 

The half-orc had come up with a use for all the scrap items his apprentices had been crafting as well. All the useless items were packed around the explosive vials, so that when they were triggered a wave of shrapnel would tear through their attackers. He just prayed the people from his home wouldn't be the ones to set them off.

I hope we can save them, he thought worriedly. He wanted desperately to go looking for his people again but Stangar had forbidden it, saying that for the time being they needed all hands at the village.

A sharp whistle brought him out of his thoughts, and he looked up to see Stangar just around the bend of the fortifications.

"Not slacking off already, are we?" the Berserker called. The giant man held a pickaxe in each hand and was swinging them both in succession, loosening up the hard dirt for his team to shovel out behind him.

Lugor stepped out of his trench and peered round the bend, eyebrows raising in surprise. "How the hell have you cleared that much already?"

The half-orc's team had managed to clear a ten-foot stretch and dig two feet down. From the looks of it, Stangar had done almost double that.

"Because we're putting our backs into it, you lazy git," came the reply. 

Lugor rolled his eyes. The similarities between Stangar and Garrol became more apparent every day. "Some of us aren't freakishly big. Has Sandal finished hardening the earth inside the walls yet?"

"Nearly." Stangar stopped digging for a moment, standing up to catch his breath. "As soon as he's finished that, he'll help clear out the rest of the digging."

"What about stakes? Is anyone working on that?"

The Goliath puffed out his cheeks. "No, I decided it would take too long to put them all the way around the trench. As it is, we probably won't finish the digging ‘til evening tomorrow, even with Sandal's help."

"Heads up!" came a shout.

Lugor turned just in time to jump back as a mess of thorny vines was thrown at his feet. "Careful!"

Shiva grinned as she dusted off her gauntlets. She was flanked on either side by two gnomes, one male and one female.

"Sorry," the female said. She was young-looking, with bright pink hair tied back in a ponytail. Lugor had always wondered if gnomes dyed their hair, as most of the ones he'd met had hair with extremely vibrant colours. "It was getting a little heavy."

"What is this?" he asked, giving the thorny bush a tap with his boot.

"Bramblethorn."

Lugor frowned. "It is?" Bramblethorn was a fairly common plant in the forests of his home, but it was normally a lot smaller and thinner than the specimen he was currently looking at. "Doesn't look like it."

"It’s a different breed, I think," Shiva said. She plucked a thorn out of her wrist. "Either way, works better for us. If we line the bottom of the trench with some of these bad boys, it'll be a real pain in the ass for anyone who falls in."

"Sounds good. You want to go find the Druids and have them grow it out some more?"

"You're looking at them," the male replied. Unlike the pink-haired gnome, his hair was jet black, raked back into a wild-style.

"Oh." Lugor was surprised. It wasn't common to see many gnome Druids, as they didn't generally have an affinity for nature magic. He recognised them both; he'd seen them training with Shiva a few times but never really had much to do with them. "Sorry, I don't know your names."

"I'm Liza," the woman said. "This is Lofty."

The half-orc nodded. "Good to meet you properly. We'll get out of your way so you can get to work."

"Could you clear out some more dirt first?" Lofty asked. "There's not much point in us starting to line the trench until it's at the right depth."

Lugor looked down and guessed they probably had two more feet to go down before hitting the depth they wanted. "Sure, come back in an hour or so. We should have a stretch ready for you by then."

The Druids walked off to work on some other things while Lugor and his team cleared out the remaining dirt. Stangar gave up on digging his part of the trench and helped the half-orc clear his area, allowing the Druids to come back sooner to start growing the bramblethorn at the bottom of the pit. Once they had finished digging, the gnomes made their way back over.

"Do we need to collect more bramblethorn for you?" Lugor asked. "I can take Agda and Jax if you need us to get some more."

Liza shook her head. "This should be enough." With some help from Lofty, she pulled the bramblethorn into the pit, where it hit the ground with a soft thump. They held their hands over the pit and started murmuring a joint spell together, soft green light drifting from their hands into the plant.

Lugor watched with interest as they worked their magic. As they continued repeating the incantation, the plant began shifting, embedding roots into the ground beneath it. The thorny vines grew in length and girth, snaking their way across the bottom of the pit and turning a painful drop into a bed of jagged cuts and entrapment.

Suddenly, Liza collapsed under the strain of the magic and fell backwards with a groan, a thin line of blood dripping from one nostril.

"Are you alright?" Lofty asked with alarm as he cancelled his magic.

The young gnome nodded. "I'm okay. Still figuring out my limits on spellcasting; think I might have overdone it a bit." She reached into her pocket and pulled out a small pewter vial, gulping the contents.

"Mana burnout is no joke," Lugor advised. "Go too far into it and you can really hurt yourself and your spellcasting limits. Don't worry about doing it all at once."

"We can't afford not to," she replied in an urgent tone. "If we don't get these defences up, we're toast."

"Better to do it a bit at a time than burn yourself out and not be able to do it at all," he said gently. 

Lugor laughed to himself slightly. It was ironic that just a day or two ago he’d been the one saying those same words to Shiva. "Take a break, let your mana regenerate, and go again."

The gnome bit her lip but nodded, letting Lofty help her up. Together, the two Druids headed into the village for a well-deserved meal.

"Hey Jax, mind jumping back in? I'm going to go see if anyone else needs help."

The Cavalier let out a short sigh, shoulders slumping at the thought of doing more digging. "Sure. See you later."

Almost immediately, Agda and Jax began bickering again, but Lugor left them to it. As far as he could tell, it was all good-natured. He left them behind and went searching for others who might need a hand. After all, they still had a few more hours of daylight to kill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[35]

Smoke and Spears

 

As he walked through the village, Lugor looked approvingly at the hub of activity it had become. Everyone was working on something, whether it was clearing out some of the disused buildings, scaling and cleaning fish, or covering the meat in salt to prepare it for curing. One of the people working on the curing caught sight of the half-orc and waved him over.

"What's up?" Lugor asked.

"I was wondering if you could help me with a new structure I want to build," the man said hesitantly. He was fairly large, despite the low-calorie diet everyone had been forced to adopt since their crash on the island.

"What did you have in mind? And sorry, I don't know your name."

The man bobbed his head. "It's Seamus, sir. I was hoping to turn one of the old stone buildings into a smokehouse."

Lugor scratched the back of his head. "Did you want me to help move stuff? Or was there something else?"

"I was hoping you might craft some hooks in your smithy so we can hang the meat properly."

"I don't see why not," Lugor replied, shrugging. "I'll go get started on them now."

"Much obliged." Seamus returned to gutting the fish and dumping the entrails into a wooden bucket to be disposed of later.

Lugor headed on his way, taking a deep breath once he was finally out of range of the smell. A smokehouse would be good; eating salty meat and fish is starting to get pretty samey.

On his way over to the smithy he walked past Jonas, who was sitting with a group of expedition members. All of them were whittling away at pieces of wood with the knives Lugor had made.

"Good afternoon." The captain inclined his head. "How goes it?"

The half-orc slowed to a stop next to the man. "Not bad. Sore from digging away at the trench. What are you guys working on over here?"

Jonas sliced off a few more wood shavings before holding up the tool he was carving. "I'm teaching these folks how to craft atlatl's; we don't have many arrows for hunting and I thought they might be of use."

Lugor took the tool from him, running a thumb along the side. It was slightly shorter than the length of his arm, with a raised notch at one end. "What's an atlatl? I've never seen one of these before."

"Truly?" Jonas's eyebrows lifted in surprise. "They're a common tool on the islands I grew up on. We use them for hunting; you slide a spear or a dart into it, with the base in the notch at the end. Using one of these, you can throw a spear much further than by hand alone."

"Sounds pretty useful." Lugor handed the atlatl back. "How many were you thinking of making?"

"Maybe five or six." Jonas shrugged. "The hunting parties we send out are rarely larger than that."

"Make more. If we ever come under attack, everyone without a class could stay inside the walls and hurl spears over the top of the palisades. If you want, I can craft some spearheads for you; I'm heading that way anyway to work on something else."

"That would be wise." Jonas nodded. "Many thanks."

Lugor carried on his way, leaving the captain and his group to continue working on the atlatls. He was pleased that the classless members of the expedition would be able to pitch in with the fighting now. If it ever came to a siege, they'd need all hands on defence. He pushed open the doors to his smithy and lit the forge, then prepped his workstation while he waited for things to heat up.

As soon as the forge was ready, he started working on the spearheads for Jonas. He’d made plenty at the Academy while training his Blacksmithing skill, and he often used them as an exercise to get warmed up and into his crafting flow. He felt himself relax as he pounded the metal into shape. Crafting had become a meditation of sorts for him, and the worries and stresses drifted away as he worked.

With the spearheads out of the way, Lugor set to work crafting the meat hooks for the smokehouse. It was an interesting challenge, as he'd never made anything like them before. He went back to double check the measurements with Seamus before finishing his first one, noting the experience gain from crafting an item for the first time with a hint of satisfaction. 

The sun was starting to set just as he finished off the last hook, and he went back outside to track down Seamus, finding him cleaning up the gore he'd spread from working on the fish.

"Hey," Lugor greeted as he approached. "I finished up those meat hooks for you. I've left them in the smithy for whenever you're ready."

"Many thanks," Seamus said with a nod.

Having completed his task, he let Jonas know about the spearheads. He could have crafted some hafts for the spears as well, but Jonas had assured him it wasn't massively important. The spears didn't need to be perfect, so the captain was going to have his group finish off the weapons themselves. They'd simply bind the metal points to the wood they'd whittled down from the branches of the trees that had been felled for fuelling the cooking fires and patching up the buildings.

The digging crew were all coming back inside the walls now that the light was fading, and Lugor was surprised to see Sandal walking in beside Stangar.

"I thought you were solidifying the earth inside the walls?" he asked as the dwarf drew closer.

"Change of priority," Sandal said with a shrug. "I finished off most of the floor but Stangar wanted the trench finished today, so I chugged a load of mana potions and carved the rest out."

"So the trench is done?"

"Yup." Sandal stretched and let out a yawn. "The bramblethorn isn't quite finished, but it's along the front by the gates, which is the most important thing."

"Not bad for a day’s work." With that, the two friends joined the growing queue for dinner. Once they'd gotten their share of the stew, they joined Shiva and Stangar and sat down on the ground.

"So what's the plan for tomorrow?" Shiva asked. She blew into her bowl to cool the meal down before eagerly scooping a mouthful out. "The trench is done; we just need Lofty and Liza to finish extending the bramblethorn along the bottom."

Stangar chewed his food slowly, looking deep in thought. He swallowed his mouthful before speaking. "I was actually thinking we take a day off."

The three young Adventurers looked at him in surprise.

"Can we afford to do that?" Sandal asked. "There's still a lot we need to do."

"Well, maybe not all of us. We could have half of us relax tomorrow, and the other half relax the day after. It's important to keep everyone busy, but Jax was grumbling about wanting to go for a swim with Darren, and I imagine a lot of the others wouldn’t mind some downtime either. After all, all work and no play makes Jack heavily depressed and unmotivated."

Lugor frowned. "I don't think that's the saying."

"It's more or less the saying." The giant Berserker set his bowl on the floor, wiping his mouth with a hairy arm. "We can work all day again if you really wa-"

"No!" they all shouted in unison.

Stangar cracked a small smile. "Thought not."

Lugor dipped his spoon into the bowl and had just started raising the food to his mouth when a low pain in his head made him pause. He rubbed at his forehead, grimacing at the pain.

"Hey, you okay?"

He looked up to see Sandal looking at him with worry.

"I'm fine, it's just a headache." Even as he said it, the pain grew worse and he felt bile rise in his throat. The orc soul was stirring in the distant recesses of his mind.

The dwarf's eyes widened. "No, it isn't. Your eyes are starting to glow!"

"Check your Awakening progress," Stangar urged him. "Now!"

"Check status: Monstrous Awakening," Lugor whispered.

 

Monstrous Awakening: 95%

 

"Ninety-five percent," he said. "I think it's starting."

"Looks like our day off is cancelled," Shiva murmured. "What do we do?"

The Berserker got to his feet, brushing the dirt off his trousers. "We need to get far away from the village and trigger the Awakening to completion. Then we pray Lugor has the strength to succeed."

Lugor swallowed the lump in his throat, cold fear settling in the pit of his stomach. "We should probably let everyone know what's going on. They deserve the truth."

Stangar pulled the half-orc to his feet. "Alright. Let's get on with it, then. Time to finish this."

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[36]

Beginning of the End

 

Lugor struck the gong they'd set up in the middle of the village. Conveniently, all the expedition members were already sitting in the area, eating their meals and joking around. The conversations were cut short as the sound rang out, and they all turned to look at Lugor.

"We've done some good work today, everyone," he said. "I want to thank you all for working and fighting alongside me, despite my monster heritage."

He took a deep breath. "But being half-orc comes with other difficulties, and I need you all to know the truth of it." He spoke at length about the monster soul within him, and the Awakening he was undergoing. Throughout his speech, his audience looked at him with dumbfounded expressions, no one uttering a word as he spoke.

"The Awakening is nearly upon me," he concluded. "The four of us," he gestured to Sandal, Shiva and Stangar, "are going to put some distance between us and the village so I can complete it. If I lose, and the orc soul takes control, they'll be there to put me down. If I don't make it, I just wanted to say thanks for accepting me."

There was a silence, which was eventually broken by Jax as the Cavalier got to his feet. "Shouldn't some of us come with you? If it goes badly, you might want the extra hands."

Stangar shook his head. "Thank you Jax, but no. We'll have Sandal encase Lugor in the earth, so if he does lose it shouldn't be a hard fight. I was put in charge of these three by my guild; it's up to me to take care of it."

Jax looked at the Berserker uncertainly before finally nodding. "Alright. We'll hold down the fort." He walked towards them and held out a hand. "Good luck, Lugor."

One by one, the other members of the expedition wished him luck and offered words of support. Lugor's eyes started to water as they all either shook his hand or embraced him.

"One question," Darren said, clasping Lugor on the shoulder. "If you die, can I have your sword? That thing is wicked."

Lugor laughed at the Monk’s attempt to lighten the mood. "Sorry, I think Stangar has first dibs on that. Maybe you can auction off the rest of my gear."

Darren smiled. "You'll make it."

Once everyone had said their piece, Stangar nudged the half-orc. "Time to go. You and Sandal each take one of the plainstriders."

"What about you?"

"I think I'd crush the poor thing," the Berserker said with a grin. "I'll run alongside you. I might not be as fast, but I can run for a good distance, and I want to put a few miles between us and the village."

They left the village square and moved to the makeshift pen that the plainstriders had been placed in. The creatures could easily get out, but Jax's bond with their alpha meant that they were happy staying put within the confines of the fence. All the group had to do to keep them happy was take them out once every other day for a long run across the plains so they could eat their fill of seeds and leaves, along with the occasional small rodent or insect. Lugor swung a leg over the biggest plainstrider, while Sandal took one of the smaller ones. 

Shiva was waiting, already saddled up on Mollie. She brought the cat alongside the half-orc as they approached. "Nervous?"

Lugor nodded. "Terrified."

"You'll be okay. I know you can do this."

"Enough hanging around," Stangar said. "Let's get going."

They headed out of the village, making their way further inland towards the mountain. The Goliath kept up a good pace, despite being on foot. He was nowhere near as fast as Mollie or the plainstriders going at full pelt, but his gargantuan size gave him long, powerful strides. 

They travelled for around an hour, the sun dipping below the horizon as they journeyed and blanketing the landscape in near-darkness. Thick clouds obscured the moon, allowing only a sparse amount of light to reach the ground below.

Lugor didn't pay much attention to where they were going, focusing only on keeping the orc soul under control until they got there.

Stangar slowed to a jog before finally stopping, breathing heavily from the exertion of the run. "Okay, this should be far enough."

They dismounted and stretched their legs. "So, what now?" Lugor asked.

"Stop repressing the Awakening and let the orc soul fully come out," Stangar said. He drew out a crumpled-up letter from his pocket, squinting as he cursed the lack of light. "Maric left me some information about the Awakening, just in case. Once the Awakening triggers, you'll fall unconscious and enter the battle for the soul. After you're under, we'll have Sandal encase your body in the earth and keep watch over you."

"Okay." Lugor let out a breath he hadn’t realised he'd been holding. "I'll start now."

He closed his eyes and let down the walls around the orc soul, feeling the pressure of his headache increase as it fought its way to the surface. The cold pit of fear hadn't left his stomach, but he tried his best to contain it. Being afraid would cause mistakes. If he couldn't control the orc soul, he could at least control his own mind.

Sandal shifted slightly, looking around in the darkness. "Uh, does anyone else hear that?"

The sound of dozens of padding feet reached Lugor's ears.

"Gods dammit," Stangar snarled, pulling his handaxes from his belt. "Not now! Lugor, stop your Awakening!"

"Easier said than done," Lugor muttered. Now that he'd given the orc soul free rein, he struggled to return it to its confinement. He opened his eyes to see everyone standing in formation, weapons and spells at the ready. "What's going on?"

"Nothing good! Sandal, give us some light."

Sandal pointed a finger to the sky and cast Flare, the orb of light flying high into the sky and hovering over their position. Lugor's heart sank as the spell revealed the chimeras closing in, forming a tight ring around them.

"They must have been watching the village," he realised.

Stangar slowly walked backwards towards him, keeping an eye on the demonic beasts. "We're surrounded, get back to back!"

They closed in a circle around the plainstriders, ready to fight - but the beasts stopped a short distance away, out of melee range.

"Why aren't they attacking?" Shiva muttered. "They massively outnumber us."

Lugor scanned the ranks of chimeras, hoping to catch a glimpse of his mother, but couldn't see her anywhere. The beasts were just standing there, staring at them.

"It's almost like they're waiting for something," Sandal murmured over his shoulder.

They waited for several tense more seconds before a whooshing sound came from above.

"Look out!" Shiva shoved Lugor to the side, forcing him over and ending up where he’d been just a moment prior. A second was all it took for one of the giant birds of prey to descend from above and sink its talons into the dark elf's shoulders. She let out a cry of pain as the claws pierced her flesh, and the bird soared back into the sky, taking Shiva with it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[37]

Pursuit

 

 Lugor reached out with a futile hand as the colossal bird disappeared into the darkness. The chimeras surrounding them retreated as the collars around their necks flashed white, giving them a silent order.

"Get back here!" he roared. He made to give chase but a hand gripped his wrist, bringing him to a halt.

"You can't," Stangar growled. "Your Awakening is imminent. If you go after her now, you're playing right into Malcolm's hands."

"I don't care," came the snappy response. "I'm not leaving her to get dragged off into the night!" Lugor tried pulling away, but the Goliath held firm.

"I'm not saying we leave her," Stangar said placatingly. "But you can't go after her. If Malcolm gets his hands on you and you lose your Awakening fight, that will have catastrophic consequences for the wider world, not just the people here with us on the island. We have to be smart about this."

"There isn't really an alternative," Sandal said quietly.

"What do you mean?"

"You're too big to ride on the plainstriders, and we need to go after them on mounts if we want any chance of catching up," the dwarf pointed out, his voice growing in confidence. "And say you and I went in Lugor's stead. If we're not here, who will take him out if he loses? Jax and the others? They could probably manage it with their numbers, but I don't doubt a few of them would lose their lives in the fight."

Stangar swore, but he couldn't doubt the Elementalist's logic. He screwed up his face in doubt before nodding. "Dammit, fine. You two go after her; if you leave now you might be able to catch up."

Lugor let out a sigh of relief as the Berserker let go of his arm. "Thank you. I'll try to keep the Awakening at bay as long as I can."

"How are you going to follow their trail?" Stangar asked.

The half-orc frowned before looking over at Mollie, who had been pacing restlessly since her mistress’s abduction. "Mollie and Shiva are connected," he said, a plan starting to take shape. "If we ride Mollie, she should be able to lead us right to Shiva."

"I've heard worse plans," Stangar said with a nod. "Get going. I'll run back to the village and get everyone ready for a fight."

Lugor looked over his shoulder as he and Sandal climbed aboard the undead cat. "You going to try to follow us?"

"No. The hairs on my neck are standing up; this whole thing reeks of a trap. I'll get everyone to prepare for an attack. If Malcolm truly is behind that gnoll army, I'd bet my left butt cheek they'll come for us when you're gone." He started descending the small hill and gave a lazy salute. "Give 'em hell, and get back safe."

"We will. Mollie, let's go!"

With a yowl, the cat broke into a run, jolting her passengers backwards. Lugor gave Sandal a quick apology, the dwarf having smacked his face against the back of the half-orc's armour.

"Not your fault," Sandal said in a muffled voice, holding one hand over his bruised face. He placed his hand on the skeletal cat and muttered, "Wind Walking."

Mollie's speed increased by a noticeable amount as the dwarf gave her his movement speed buff. Whirling winds surrounded her ankles and she used them to full effect, crossing the plains faster than a galloping horse. Lugor's teeth chattered as they travelled, partly from being jostled about on Mollie's back, but also from the strain of repressing the orc soul. He'd given it free rein before the chimeras attacked in an attempt to force the Awakening, and now it was immensely difficult to keep the monster from rising to the surface. He clutched his head as the orc soul battered itself against the walls in his mind.

"Are you okay?" Sandal asked worriedly from behind him. "How you holding up?"

"I'm peachy," he replied through gritted teeth.

"Is holding back the Awakening going okay?"

"It's fine."

"I'm just worried the stress of losing Shiva might be exacerbating the-"

"Sandal," Lugor said tiredly. "Please stop talking."

"Sorry." The dwarf fell silent, and for a while the only noise was the wind whistling in their ears as Mollie ran. "We'll get her back."

Lugor nodded. "We have to. Because I don't know what I'm going to do if we don't."

"Monster killing rampage?" Sandal suggested helpfully.

"That was my first idea."

They cut the conversation short as they spotted light in the distance, flickering close to the side of the mountain visible from the village. As they crested a small hill, Mollie slowed to a walk, growling softly when she saw what awaited them.

Lugor and Sandal looked on with open mouths before speaking in unison. "Well, this is terrible."

Campfires were littered across the grounds in front of the mountain, each one surrounded by gnolls. Tents made of stripped branches and animal hides were dotted here and there, numerous dog-headed creatures passing in and out of them.

"There must be hundreds of them," Sandal whispered.

Lugor tilted his head slightly. "Maybe a little less than two hundred."

"How can you tell?"

"Those tents they make usually sleep four or five, right? I count forty or so tents."

"That's some quick math," Sandal said as he scanned the camp with his Identify ring. "They're all level ten or higher... if they attack the village, there's no way it'll survive."

"Wouldn't even matter if they were level five," Lugor sighed. "With those numbers, even with the newbies nearly at level ten, they'd just get swarmed."

"We still have the defences set up."

"Let's just pray they work." Lugor turned to Mollie and crouched in front of her. "Is Shiva in the camp? With the gnolls?"

Thanks to her link with Shiva, the cat could understand a little of the Common Tongue. Mollie shook her head at the question.

"Then where?" Lugor growled with frustration. He looked back to the camp, trying to pick out where Shiva could be held captive, but with no luck. A minute passed before Sandal nudged him in the side.

"Look there." The dwarf pointed.

Following Sandal’s gaze, the half-orc looked to the mountain. As he peered through the gloom, he noticed a set of crumbling stairs leading up to a terrace, which in turn led into a massive archway cut into the mountain, its stone pillars supporting a roof overhead.

"In there?" Lugor asked. Mollie dipped her head in confirmation.

"I was afraid you might say that."

"So, what's the play?" Sandal asked as he clambered to his feet. "Sneak our way in or go in spells blazing?"

"I don't know how we're meant to sneak through all of that." Lugor scratched the back of his neck. "We should- agh!" He clutched at his head again in pain. The orc soul wasn't letting up. "Whatever we're doing, we need to do it fast. I don't know how much longer I can suppress the Awakening."

"Let's try to sneak through," Sandal suggested. "Mollie can be quiet when she's stalking, so fingers crossed we can make it if we skirt around the outside."

"We can't. They've got a wall set up."

"Through the camp, then." The dwarf climbed onto Mollie and Lugor followed suit. "Fingers crossed we can make it at least halfway before they discover us."

They set off, Mollie taking care to stalk her way up to the camp. The entrance they wanted was watched over by a single sentry, who was swiftly dispatched by Mollie and Lugor. Part of him wanted to break Storm into its two-bladed form, but that would mean he couldn't bind it together again, seeing as the resulting thunderclap would alert the guards. They moved from tent to tent, waiting for the gnolls to pass them by before leaping through the shadows to the next.

It was all going well until they’d made it three-quarters of the way to the stone stairs at the very end of the camp. As they passed a tent, a gnoll turned the corner. The monster stared dumbly at them for a second before letting out a howl, which echoed across the camp as more of the monsters took up the cry. Mollie bounded forward and knocked the monster flat before moving into the light, sprinting for the stairs.

Lugor let out a curse. "No time for subtlety now, let's clear a path!" He activated Shield Throw, sending his shield flying into the poles supporting the tents. With any luck, that would slow down any gnolls within. And judging by the snarls of frustration and the flailing figures pressing against the animal hides, that was precisely what was happening. Now that they were running weapons free, the half-orc withdrew Storm from its sheath, breaking it into its two component weapons.

Any gnolls that tried to approach were swiftly met with blades of air as Lugor swung Wind with reckless abandon, seeking to disrupt rather than land a killing blow. Sandal kept up a barrage of Elementalist abilities on their left side, preventing any of the monsters from closing in as they charged straight for the entrance into the mountain. As for Mollie, any gnoll stupid enough to get in her way was quickly bowled over, her claws opening jagged cuts as she trampled the creatures beneath her paws.

They pushed their way through to the base of the stairs and Mollie began climbing, taking them four at a time. As they crested the final step, Lugor's heart sank at the sight before him. Standing in their way was a group of gnolls, all kitted out in mean-looking armour and savage two-handed swords. The brutal alpha he'd seen take over the gnoll camp the previous week was near the middle, and standing in the very centre of the group was Malcolm, holding a dagger to Shiva's throat. Mollie slid to a stop and let out a low growl.

"Hello again, Lugor," Malcolm said. His voice snaked its way across the distance between them, worming into their ears. "If you'd be so kind as to drop your weapons, this entire endeavour will end much more cleanly."

Lugor scanned the group, assessing the threat along with any potential way of getting out of this - but he couldn't find one. All it would take would be one movement and Shiva would be killed, if not by Malcolm then by one of the gnolls.

Malcolm smiled slyly. "I know what you're thinking, Lugor. Don't try it."

With a defeated sigh, Lugor dropped his blades to the ground, the weapons clattering as they collided with the stone. As he did, one of the monsters moved forward to collect them.

"The shield too," the Necromancer ordered. "I know how fond you are of it."

Lugor activated the Recall enchantment on his shield, bringing it back from wherever it had landed. He handed it off to the gnoll and he and Sandal dismounted.

"Sensible choice." Malcolm removed the dagger from Shiva's neck and turned, heading into the darkness of the mountain's entrance. "Let's go have ourselves a little chat, shall we?"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[38]

Reunion

 

Lugor, Sandal and Shiva followed their captor through a large tunnel, torches set into the walls providing the only light. The half-orc stumbled as one of the gnolls shoved him, forcing him to walk faster.

"Hey Malcolm," he called. "Tell your pet the next time he shoves me, his head is going up the alpha's ass."

The Necromancer barked a command, and the gnolls backed up a bit. "Sorry for the lack of hospitality; I'm still trying to teach them to act more civilised. Alas, it doesn't appear to be in their nature."

"That's rich, coming from a village-destroying murderer," Sandal muttered.

The tunnel opened up into a cavern. Large holes were cut into the walls, with dark iron bars creating a shabby prison. Passing each cell, they saw the chimeras laying within, looking up with sad eyes as they walked by. Gnolls were stationed outside each cell, keeping a wary eye on their prisoners.

"In here," Malcolm said, coming to a halt outside one of the cells. He withdrew a key and opened the door, indicating that they should enter. Lugor was tempted to make a break for it, but the gnolls shoved them inside one at a time before the door was locked behind them. Mollie snapped at them when they tried to touch her, strolling into the cell of her own accord.

"I'll be collecting you shortly," Malcolm said, his face inches away from the bars. "Make sure to say your goodbyes."

The Necromancer departed, heading further into the mountain, and disappeared into the gloomy dark. 

Thwack.

"Ow!" Lugor turned, rubbing the back of his head, to see a furious-looking Shiva. "What was that for?"

"Are you both idiots?" she hissed, giving him and Sandal a dark look. "You just delivered yourselves right to his front door!"

"We weren't going to leave you," Lugor argued. "You'd have done the same for me, you know you would."

"The difference is that I'm not a Champion with the potential to turn into a full-blown monster, you absolute muppet. I can't believe you went along with him on this, Sandal."

The dwarf scratched his beard. "It's good to see you're not hurt."

Her anger faded away and she pulled them both into a hug, whispering, "Thanks for coming for me."

"No problem," Lugor murmured. He pulled away before asking, "So, how do we get out of here?"

"You can't," came a voice from a corner of the cell. The three of them turned to see a frail-looking Peters huddled underneath a thin blanket. "Trust me, we've tried."

"Peters!" Sandal exclaimed.

Lugor walked over to the man and crouched in front of him. "We thought you were working with Malcolm, or dead. What's the story?"

"I wasn't working with him," Peters coughed. "He had leverage over me, I couldn't say no."

"Over a hundred people died when our ships sank," Lugor growled, taking hold of the man's arm and squeezing tight. "We've lost even more since then. What leverage was worth sacrificing so many lives?"

Peters stared back defiantly. "He had my daughter. To get her back, I'd have sacrificed a thousand if I had to."

"Your daughter?" Lugor asked. "How?"

"Ask her yourself." Peters nodded to the other darkness-shrouded corner. "She's been waiting for you."

He turned his head to see two dark orbs peering out at him from the shadows. "Who's there?"

From the darkness emerged a chimera, the same brown bear he'd seen when the creatures had first attacked. His eyes misted over. "Mom."

"Hello, Lugor." Although her jaw didn't move, her voice still emanated from the bear’s throat. "I've missed you."

"Mom." Lugor fell to his knees in front of her and wrapped his arms around her neck, his armour scraping against the enchanted collar. Her fur was rough and stank of earth and musk, but he didn't care. After a whole year, he had finally found her. "I've missed you too."

She pulled back, her snout only a few inches away from his face. "I thought I told you not to come looking for us."

"In my defence, I didn't," he replied. "Malcolm engineered the whole thing, by the looks of it. I was going to leave it to Maric and his guild."

Sandal stepped forward. "How did he bring you here? Ships?"

Elissa's chest rumbled. "No. He's got some kind of teleporter set up. After he came back and took us, we travelled miles to his hideaway, then he forced us through. Sorry, who are you?"

"I'm Sandal," the dwarf replied, before gesturing to Shiva. "This is Shiva, we're Lugor's friends. We met at the Academy."

"Do they know?" Elissa asked, giving her son a pointed look.

He nodded. "They know."

"I'm glad you managed to find people you could rely on," Elissa said, bumping her head against Lugor's chest. "I was so worried you'd struggle to fit in if anyone discovered you were half-orc."

"How did you all end up getting captured?" Shiva asked from her position by the bars. "Lugor said you fended off the goblins Malcolm used to attack the first time."

"A couple days after Lugor left, a fog settled across the village. We didn't think anything of it until we started falling ill. Many died, and one night when we were sleeping, Malcolm came back and raised them from the dead. The rest of us were too weak to fight back. By the time it was all over, only fifty or so of us were left to end up in his clutches."

"I should have been there," Lugor said. "I never should have left you."

"It was for the best. If you hadn't gone, he would have taken you." Elissa let out a sigh. "Though I suppose the result would still be the same. Do you know what he's planning?"

Lugor explained everything that had happened to him since they’d left each other, quickly summarising his time at the Academy and on the island, as well as his Awakening. As he brought his mother up to date, a thought suddenly occurred to him.

"Wait a minute," he said, turning to Peters. "Timeout. You're my grandfather?"

"Adopted grandfather," Elissa quickly interrupted. "But yes, he is."

Peters gave her a confused look before speaking. "Yes, I suppose I am."

"So, what's your story?" Shiva asked. "Sounds like your alibi checks out, but I'm interested to know how you ended up in this mess."

Peters shuffled on the floor slightly before sitting up and wrapping the blanket more closely around his body. "Malcolm came to me a few months ago, telling me that he knew where my daughter was. I've been searching for Elissa for years, ever since she ran away from our home. When I asked him where she was, he told me I had to do something for him first. I had to bring an expedition of people to an island he had discovered, and I had to hire the three Adventurers who had won the Academy's tournament."

Sandal cocked an eyebrow. "And you just believed he knew where she was?"

"Of course not," Peters scoffed. "I told him I needed proof, and he described her appearance in such detail that I knew it had to be true. He even knew about the birthmark on her shoulder."

"And you didn't think it suspicious that he had such extremely specific conditions?"

Peters let out a cough that visibly wracked his body with pain. Lugor looked to Sandal. "Can you fix him up a little?"

The dwarf nodded and knelt next to the old man, weaving his hands through the air as he cast Healing Mist. A little bit of colour came back to Peters’ face and his coughing eased.

"I've done what I can, but what he really needs is a warm bed and a full meal."

"Unfortunately, we're short on those." Peters grimaced as he sat up further. "And yes, I was suspicious, but I never expected anything like this."

"Couldn't you have called it off?" Shiva asked. "Why didn't you tell us any of this? We could have helped."

"I tried," Peters said miserably. "Priya wouldn’t let me out of her sight, so I couldn't warn anyone. She told me that if I tried to tell you, they'd execute Elissa. My hands were tied."

"We suspected something after the two of you vanished," Lugor said. "There wasn't any sign that she'd tried to defend herself, or you."

"Malcolm had decided I was becoming too much of a risk." Peters nodded. "So they brought me back here."

A crashing noise came from the bars as one of the gnolls struck them. The alpha stood outside of the cell, flanked by his elite guard. The monster barked a command, pointing at Lugor.

"We could rush them," Sandal whispered. "Between the three of us, Mollie, and your mother, we might be able to force our way through."

Shiva shook her head and held up her arms. "He put some kind of mana-draining manacles on me; I can't cast any spells with these on."

"And this collar keeps me under his control," Elissa whimpered. "He's already given us all a command to stop you from escaping if you try. If we try to ignore the command, it hurts. A lot."

"It's fine, Sandal." Lugor gave his mother a quick hug, squeezing her tight. "There's nothing we can do except let it play out. If I win the fight during the Awakening, I'll come get you out."

"Good luck," the dwarf said, bumping his fist against the half-orc's. "We'll be waiting for you."

Shiva wrapped her hands around the back of his head and pulled him down to her level, pressing her forehead against his and whispering, "Don't go dying on us. We still need you."

Lugor pulled back and raised an eyebrow. "And what about when you don't need me?"

"Then feel free to jump off a cliff."

"There it is," he laughed. He pressed his lips against her brow.

Lugor turned and waved to Peters. "See you later, Gramps."

Peters hesitantly waved. "I don't really understand this whole business, but good luck."

"Good luck... what?"

"Good luck... grandson," Peters forced out. "This is strange."

"You're telling me," Lugor said. He walked to the door and the gnolls let him out, quickly shutting and locking the door behind him. They led him down the tunnel Malcolm had vanished into and he took a deep breath. "Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 97%

 

Time to fight for his life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[39]

Awakening

 

Lugor hissed in pain as Malcolm tightened the leather straps binding him to the table. After the gnolls had taken him to the Necromancer, he’d been placed onto a large rectangular piece of wood attached to a platform. He was currently held at a slight angle, tilted slightly toward the ceiling. The room itself was filled with scrolls and a variety of magical tools.

"Do you like my workshop?" Malcolm asked. "You might recognise the layout."

Lugor tucked his chin into his chest so he could get a better look at his environment. "Let me guess, you used the knowledge hidden away in Hektor's tower to turn the people you kidnapped from my village into chimeras in an attempt to create a new monster race."

Malcolm tutted. "Not attempted, succeeded. I still need to perfect the formula, as they seem to retain too much of their human side. Luckily for me, I have another source of subjects a short distance away."

"That's why you made Peters bring an expedition with him," Lugor realised. "You needed more bodies."

"Took you long enough," Malcolm replied, tightening another strap. "Shame about the kraken; that wasn't part of the plan."

"I don't understand. Why didn't you just attack from the start and take us all then?"

The Necromancer double-checked the straps before grabbing a pair of manacles from a nearby workbench. "Other... situations required my attention. Never place all your eggs in one basket."

A light flashed at the end of the room, catching Lugor's attention. A metal frame covered in runes had been placed on a small platform, shimmering light filling its interior. He watched with interest as Priya stepped through the light.

That must be the warp gate Mom mentioned, Lugor thought. That's our ticket back to the mainland.

"Ah, Priya." Malcolm glanced back at her. "We're all set up here. Be a dear and take the gnolls to the village to round up the rest of the subjects."

"What about the chimeras?" Priya asked, reaching for a sceptre lying on the table.

Is that the tool he uses to control their collars? Lugor wondered.

"Leave them," Malcolm snapped. "I'll be taking them off this island once I'm finished with Lugor to make room for the new subjects."

The elf nodded, heading for the exit.

"Hey Priya," Lugor called. 

The elf stopped, turning to look at him. "Yes?"

"I'm looking forward to driving a sword through your heart."

She laughed mockingly. "Good luck with that."

"Do me a favour," Malcolm said as Priya left the room. "Do try not to win your Awakening battle, it'd really set my plans back."

"My heart bleeds for you." Lugor rolled his eyes. "Why are you doing this? What's your problem?"

"Half-orcs cannot know peace until we destroy those who would cause us harm," Malcolm said. His voice was cold, emotionless.

"And mass murder along with horrific experiments is the way to do that?"

"Yes, actually."

"You're insane," Lugor spat. "There's nothing that makes what you're doing right."

"You were lucky enough that your heritage never severely impacted you," Malcolm growled. "I was hunted wherever I went; some of us weren't so fortunate to have the protection of Maric Brightshield."

"It wasn't his protection that kept me alive. You don't know what you're talking about."

"Do you really believe you're still alive for any other reason?" Malcolm laughed. "You were safe at the Academy because nobody dared hunt you with him there. Why do you think he was so eager to send you away? Word was spreading of the half-orc Champion who won the Academy tournament, and I can guarantee you there were groups getting ready to track you down.

"You're so naive," Malcolm continued. "They hate us. They hunt us. You never had to hold your wife as she bled out into the dirt. You never had to bury your child after their head was bashed open on a rock. Don't you dare tell me what is right or wrong, because I'm well past caring!"

Lugor stared into Malcolm's eyes, his normally cold features broken up by rage and grief. "You murdered members of my village and turned my mother into a bear. You raised some of them from the dead and forced me to cut them down. Being a half-orc hasn't been so smooth for me either, but not because of the others. It's because of you. You're so torn up inside that you don't even see your hypocrisy."

Malcolm's face switched back to its regular coldly neutral expression. "It doesn't matter now; this isn't a path I can turn back from." He wrapped the manacles around Lugor's wrists and the young half-orc immediately felt a wave of nausea. 

"This is demonite," he gasped as the orc soul reared up again.

"My theory is that it should make it harder for you to win." Malcolm smiled coldly. "I'd wish you luck, but I'd be lying. Now-"

Malcolm froze, and Lugor felt the orc soul cease its assault on his mind. He looked around the room to see that even the flames in the lanterns had ceased flickering.

"Hello Lugor," someone said from in front of him. Lugor turned his head to see Karl standing there, adorned in his simple brown clothing and rope belt.

"Hey, Karl. Don't suppose you're here to break me out?" Lugor asked hopefully.

The god shook his head. "Sorry. I want to, but-"

"No interfering, right?"

Karl nodded. "Just wanted to wish you luck."

"Getting me out of these straps would be more helpful," Lugor said with a frown. "Why can't you interfere? You saved me back in the village when you gave me the Champion class."

"That was a one-time thing." Karl leaned back against the workbench. He glanced at Malcolm, the Necromancer still frozen in time. "The more I help you, the more he gets help."

"Help from who?" Lugor asked. "Are you saying he's got a god guiding him as well?"

"I'm not specifically confirming or denying that," Karl said carefully. "I'm sure you can figure it out by yourself."

"Any tips for the Awakening, at least?"

"Don't lose."

"Great, very useful."

Karl shifted his position slightly. "There is more. I want you to ask yourself: What are you?"

"I'm... human? And I have an orc soul, which makes me half-orc. Once I defeat it, I stay human."

"Are you, though?" Karl fixed him with a serious look. "If you were human, you wouldn't have had so much trouble with Rian and the others at the Academy."

"I don't understand." Lugor blinked furiously as frightened tears threatened to spill over. He didn't want to start crying in front of a god. "What if I lose? I don't want to die."

"You won't, just keep it together. Also, make sure you try to remember what you're fighting for. This won't be easy for you; it's a tough fight. Maric almost lost his Awakening and he was stronger than you when he went through his." Karl clapped a hand over his mouth when he realised what he’d said. "Oops."

"Maric was half-orc!?" Lugor shouted.

"I shouldn't have said that," Karl muttered. "I should not have said that."

"Okay, I have questions. Like, a lot of questions."

"There's no time, I've already stayed too long," Karl said. "Succeed in your Awakening first. Get back to the mainland and you can talk to Maric yourself. But remember, succeeding in your Awakening doesn't necessarily mean you have to destroy the orc soul." With a wink, Karl vanished, and time resumed.

"-it's time for you to go through your Awakening," Malcolm finished, able to speak now that the time freeze had been cancelled.

Lugor swallowed the lump in his throat. "Check status: Monstrous Awakening."

 

Monstrous Awakening: 99%

 

He could feel the blood pounding in his ears as the orc soul let out one final roar.

 

Monstrous Awakening: 100%

 

He lost consciousness and everything went black, save for one message softly glowing in the darkness.

 

You have entered the soul plane.
The battle for the soul has begun.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[40]

History

 

Lugor regained consciousness in an alien environment, his armour and weapons gone. He was in what appeared to be a dining room, a fire quietly crackling away in a stone fireplace. What drew his attention, however, was the table in the middle of the room, where two dark elves sat across from one another with their hands intertwined.

"Please don't do this, Milos," one of them, a woman, said. "It's madness."

Milos, the male, smiled sadly. "I have to, my love." He gestured to his body, which was skinny and frail. "If we're to win this war, then we must all give our all."

"You're signing yourself up for something you know nothing about," she insisted. "Please reconsider. If not for me, then for our son. Don't leave him without a father."

"What about all the other now-fatherless children?" Milos asked. "I would gladly give my life to help secure a future where our boy can live freely and happily."

"I don't want that future if you're not there with us."

Lugor coughed and waved his hand to get their attention before realising they didn't even seem to register his presence. What is this? A vision?

A knock at the door interrupted the two dark elves and Milos moved to open it. Lugor recognised Hektor standing outside, young and in full control of his senses. Two more dark elves clad in mithril armour flanked him on either side.

"We're ready for you now, Milos," Hektor said.

The woman stood, and Lugor could see she was visibly pregnant, her bulging stomach pressing against her dress. "Milos, please."

Milos returned to her side and placed his hands on her face, kissing her firmly. "I'll be back before you know it." He wiped away her tears and knelt before her, kissing her stomach. "Goodbye for now, my child," he whispered. "Look after her while I'm gone." 

Milos walked to the door, and as he reached it, the world started to spin around Lugor. Closing his eyes tight, he waited for the dizzy spell to pass before opening his eyes. When he did, the scene had changed and they were now in what he recognised as Hektor's tower. 

"Are you ready to begin?" Hektor asked. The wizard was scribbling on a scroll, double-checking the vials and tubes he’d set up. The rubber instruments ended in needlepoints embedded in Milos's arms and legs.

The dark elf in question, pale-faced and sweating, was strapped to a table, similar to the one Malcolm had placed Lugor on. "I'm ready. Let's do it."

Hektor frowned at the wavering in his voice. "It's not too late to back out, now. As long as you swear to secrecy, I'll let you return to your family."

Milos shook his head as best he could with the bindings keeping him in place. "We're losing this war. I need to do my part. For my wife, my child, and for Karnath'or."

"Very well," Hektor said. "For Karnath'or."

The wizard pulled a lever and pumps began moving, hissing as they started circulating air into the system. Blood flowed out of Milos' body and into a waiting vat. On the other side of things, black liquid from a separate container began pumping into his veins.

From what he'd read of the scrolls they’d taken from Hektor's tower, Lugor could assume that the black gunk was demon blood. Milos started convulsing violently as the liquid entered his system, his veins changing colour as his body absorbed the goo. Hektor began chanting, hands glowing as he weaved a spell over the other elf's seizing body. 

"Arrgh!" Milos let out a pained shout as the light from Hektor's spell began settling into his skin. Lugor winced as a cracking noise sounded and he saw the dark elf's arm break before it restructured itself, rapidly growing in size. More cracks sounded as every bone in Milos's body followed suit, rapidly shifting and changing. His face became gaunt, skin stretching as the bones grew thicker and longer. His eyes stretched open as his skull morphed, looking directly at Lugor. "Help me!"

Lugor started as he realised Milos was talking to him. He rushed over to the table and tried to take hold of the dark elf's arm, but his hand phased right through it. "I'm sorry," Lugor said. "I can't."

With a terrified look on his face, Milos screamed again, convulsing one final time as his skin turned green and his face became thick, his jaw jutting out. Long tusks protruded from his lower lip and his previously skinny body grew large and hulking. 

Lugor took a hesitant step back. He recognised the face of the orc now lying on the table. It was Gronak, the orc the tormentor had shown him during his trial in the Gauntlet for the Academy's entrance exam. The very same orc whose soul had been lying dormant in his body. He reached out to poke the monster, and the orc's eyes shot open.

Gronak ripped his arms from the table, easily breaking the leather bindings holding him in place. Before Lugor could react, the orc lunged out and punched him in the stomach, sending him rolling across the floor.

Lugor coughed as he came to a stop against the wall. "Okay then," he said to himself as he staggered to his feet. "Looks like we can touch each other now." His eyes widened as Gronak finished removing the bindings. The orc swung his legs off the table, then picked the thing up and hurled it across the room. Lugor dived to the right, wincing as the wooden table shattered to pieces above him, splinters poking into the back of his neck as they fell.

Gronak growled as Lugor stood back up. "Twenty-one years I've been waiting for this, human. Watching your pitiful existence has been painful, to say the least."

"You've been watching the whole time?" Lugor asked, brushing some of the splinters from his shoulder. "Even when I was on the toilet? You're a creep."

The orc snarled. "Despite your imminent doom, you still find time for jokes."

Lugor cast his eyes to the right, quickly plotting an escape route. "Thought I'd try killing you with laughter. Clearly I need to work on my material." He started inching slowly towards the stairs as he spoke, hoping to keep Gronak distracted.

"Enough talk. Fight me with honour!" The orc bounded across the room and Lugor broke into a sprint towards the stairs, sliding underneath Gronak as the monster reached out to crush him between his arms.

"No thank you!" Lugor called over his shoulder. Reaching the bottom stair, he started climbing two at a time, heading straight for the upper floor which contained Hektor's living quarters. He could hear Gronak roaring behind him as he gave chase, and hoped he could find some kind of weapon to defend himself.

When he reached the top, he stopped in confusion. He'd expected to end up on the top floor of the tower but instead the stairs opened into a hallway, the floor made of stone with a red carpet laid along the middle. Gronak's roar had also abated, the orc seemingly having vanished into thin air.

Where am I now? Lugor wondered as he walked down the hall. A knocking noise echoed down the corridor so he followed the sound, having no better plan. When he turned a corner, he saw three men standing outside a door.

"Open this door immediately!" one of the men shouted. "I'll knock it down if I have to, Elissa!"

Elissa? Lugor thought. Getting closer to the shouting man, he realised he was looking at a young Peters, though the man's face was no longer lined with wrinkles and very few stray grey hairs littered his immaculately groomed hair and beard.

Hearing a wailing cry from the other side of the door, Lugor reached out to open it before his hand phased straight through the bronze handle. Taking a deep breath, he walked straight at the door and his form passed through, revealing a very interesting sight.

His mother was laying back on an opulent-looking bed, the white sheets ruined by blood and fluids. He realised he was looking at a much younger version of her, appearing to be in her mid-twenties or even his age. She was drinking heavily from a vial, and as she swallowed the contents the colour slowly returned to her face. Next to the bed was a basket, the source of the wailing he'd heard earlier. In the corner, an older lady dressed in servant’s attire was quickly throwing clothes and other necessities into a bag, her arms covered in drying blood.

"Hurry, milady," the maid urged. "You mustn't tarry a moment longer!"

Lugor watched as his mother swung her legs off the bed before starting to strip. He covered his eyes in embarrassment until he heard her say she was ready, and when he opened them, Elissa was dressed for travelling. Finely made trousers covered her legs, while a simple long-sleeved shirt adorned her torso and a warm-looking cloak was wrapped around her shoulders. She moved to the basket, picking up the crying baby swaddled within.

She told me I was adopted, Lugor thought with a frown. And I never had a sibling, so who the hell is she carrying?

A thudding noise came from the door, and both Elissa and her maid jumped in fright. The crying from the baby grew louder as well. It sounded like Peters was making good on his threat to bash the door down.

"We must go, now!" The maid hurried to the window and flung it open, throwing out a long line of hastily-tied-together bedding.

"No," Elissa said, tying the crying child to her chest. "I'll go alone. I can't ask you to throw away your life here."

"My job will be gone the moment your father realises I helped you escape," the maid responded.

"You didn't help me. I overpowered you and escaped myself. That's the story you stick with."

The maid bit her lip, eyes watering. She quickly grabbed a vase of flowers and took a deep breath before slamming it into her forehead.

"Then I'd better make it look good, don't you think?" She smiled through the pain as drops of blood from the glass embedded in her skin started to fall down her face.

Elissa gave her a quick one-armed hug. "Thank you, Nella. I'll miss you."

"And I you, milady. Have you thought of a name yet?"

Another thud at the door.

"No, not yet." Elissa looked back at the noise.

"What about Lugor?" Nella suggested. "It was my grandfather's name."

The half-orc in question's heart dropped in his chest. Why did she lie to me and tell me she found me in the woods?

"I like it." Elissa smiled. "Lugor it is. Goodbye, Nella." With one last hug, she double-checked to make sure the baby half-orc at her breast was tightly secured before descending the makeshift rope. Nella sadly watched her go, then lay down on the floor next to the broken vase, giving the illusion of unconsciousness.

There came one final boom at the door before it was broken off its hinges. Lugor turned, expecting to see Peters and his men, only to come face to face with Gronak, the monster panting heavily.

"Hide inside your memories all you want," the orc said. "I'll find you every time."

Lugor looked over his shoulder to the window. "Yeah? Then come get me." He dived out the window, grabbing hold of the bedsheets. Gronak wasn't wrong; he couldn't hide forever.

But if the soul plane was made up of Lugor's memories, then there had to be a way for him to use that to his advantage.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[41]

Memories

 

As he descended the bedsheets, Lugor looked down to see that there was no solid ground beneath him. The space opened up into a void, completely dark.

Really hope this works!

He pictured his home village in his mind, thinking back to the day he’d tackled his first dungeon, the day Malcolm had attacked his home. Keeping that image in his mind's eye, he let go of the makeshift rope and plummeted into the abyss, letting out a panicked shout as his feet disappeared into the darkness. Clenching his eyes tight, he waited until his body had made contact with solid ground once again.

When he opened his eyes, he was standing in his bedroom back at the inn. As he found his bearings, he heard his mother moving in the hallway, humming sadly to herself. Looks like I've got the right day, at least.

The day he'd tackled the dungeon was the day after his mother had confronted him about his monster hunting activities, which would explain why she sounded so sad. Throwing open the door, he brushed past her and ran from the inn, heading straight for Garrol's smithy. He tried the door, only to find it locked.

"Looks like it's phasing time," he muttered to himself. He tried to walk through the solid door, but stopped as his face collided with the wood. "Ow."

Rubbing his nose, he glared at the obstacle in front of him. He had no idea why he could phase through the other door and not this one, but didn’t have time to ponder it. He ran ‘round the back, grabbed the spare key - hidden under a rock - and opened the back door, which led directly into the forge room. 

A roar sounded in the distance. "Where are you, human?!"

"Dammit," Lugor swore. He hurried to the shop front, where all the display items were kept. Grabbing some leather armour from a stand, he quickly pulled it on, along with a simple sword and shield. It was a far less impressive kit than his own silverite gear, but he would have to make do. 

Unlocking the deadbolt on the front door, he stepped into the light with his shield raised, scanning the area for any sign of activity. The dirt road was quiet, save for a soft thudding coming from around the bend. Lugor turned to face the noise just in time to see Gronak charging down the road toward him. The orc drew to a halt as he saw Lugor's new toys.

"You think that's going to save you?" Gronak asked as he slowly walked towards Lugor, clenching his fists.

"It won't kill me, at least."

"No, that would be my job!" Gronak resumed his charge and dipped his shoulder, ready to bowl Lugor over.

The half-orc grinned. For a monster who had been watching him its whole life, Lugor would have thought Gronak would be more wary of his Champion class skills. "Barrier!"

The breath was knocked out of him as Gronak's body collided with his own. He was sent crashing into the dirt and quickly rolled to the side to avoid the giant foot trying to stomp his head into melon paste. He scrambled to his feet and raised his shield. "Shield Bash!"

Lugor swung his shield, expecting the skill to activate and stun his opponent, but all he managed to do was bruise the orc's wrist. A punch connected with his face, sending him reeling back.

Why aren't my skills working? he panicked. 

"I don't know if you remember," Gronak smiled insidiously as he cracked his neck from side to side, "but you weren't an Adventurer at this time." The orc held out his hands and a vicious-looking double-headed axe materialised from the aether.

"Okay, now that's cheating. How did you do that?"

"I've been in here for a very long time," Gronak said. "You pick it up after a while." The orc stepped forward and swung his axe.

Lugor's eyes widened. "Oh shi-!"

Abandoning the idea of fighting, he turned tail and ran for one of the many houses in the area. If he didn't have his skills, there was no way he could win this battle. He burst through the door of a house and Gronak followed, swinging again and again as Lugor dodged around the room. One of the orc's swings cut clean through a wooden beam and Lugor heard the floor above creak dangerously.

Hoping his new plan would work, Lugor guided his opponent around the room, forcing Gronak to hack through the various support beams on the ground floor.

"Stay still and die!" Gronak roared.

"I've always been more of a ‘move around and live’ kinda guy," Lugor replied glibly. He darted to the front door and rolled through as Gronak swung through the final support beam, causing the house to collapse atop him.

Lugor stared at the wreckage. "Please be dead, please be dead, please be dead!"

A green hand punched through the wreckage, followed by angry bellows.

"Gods dammit."

Once more, Lugor turned and ran. I need to get to a memory where I can actually fight!

He wasn't entirely sure how the whole soul plane worked, but he was fairly certain each memory contained a door of some kind that he could move through to get to a different one. If his guess was right, then he needed to get to the dungeon entrance. Ignoring the screaming ache in his legs, he ran like his life depended on it. Because it did.

With no idea how close Gronak was behind him, he couldn't afford to stop for even a moment. He reached the dungeon portal and dove through it, holding in his mind the Academy arena where he'd fought in the end-of-year battle. He emerged on the other side in the middle of the arena, the battlefield in chaos as bouncing rocks flew around the field, hurling the combatants to the ground.

Lugor wasn't sure if the battle rampaging around him could hurt him, but he kept out of the way just in case. Gronak was walking down the stands set up for the spectators.

"No more running," Gronak growled. "Time to face me."

"Fine with me," Lugor replied. Now that he had his class skills back, he stood a chance. His equipment was still missing, but he had the items he'd taken from the smithy. Lugor charged at the monster. "Shield Bash!"

His shield collided with the orc, sending him back a step. He made to follow it up with a sword strike, but Gronak shook off the stun and swung his axe, forcing Lugor to turn his attack into a parry in order to deflect the axe to the side.

Lugor gasped as the axe blade connected with his leg, dealing him a glancing blow. Not backing down, he kept up the melee. As much as he wanted to create distance between them, Gronak had the advantage there due to his longer weapon. But if he could keep him in close, the orc wouldn't be able to wield the weapon to its full effect.

That stun should have lasted longer than that!

They continued their fight, each growing more frustrated at being unable to land a good hit. They were both nicked in various places with steadily-bleeding injuries, and it was becoming a battle of attrition.

After receiving another minor injury, Lugor finally activated Battle Rhythm, which slowly turned the fight in his favour.

Gronak snorted with laughter as Lugor dodged more and more of his attacks. "Ah, this again." He dropped his weapon mid-swing and dove forward. Taken by surprise, Lugor wasn't able to react before the orc wrapped its giant arms around him and pulled him into a deadly bear-hug.

Not good! Lugor struggled against the immense pressure the orc was exerting, desperately trying to break free.

"Finally!" Gronak exclaimed triumphantly as Lugor's bones started to creak under the strain. "Finally, I'll be reborn!"

Gritting his teeth, Lugor resorted to dirty fighting, bringing his knee up to strike between the monster's legs. Gronak grunted in pain but kept crushing, so Lugor did it again, hitting over and over until the monster could bear it no more and finally dropped him. Lugor fell to the ground, wheezing and unable to move from the pain. The glint of sunlight on metal was the only warning he got before Gronak swung his axe down towards his chest.

The half-orc threw his arms up and grabbed the handle near the head of the axe, desperately pushing against its momentum and stopping it just short of rending him into two pieces. He grunted as Gronak leaned into the axe, slowly increasing the pressure. Lugor started panicking as the orc pressed the axe further into his chest, gradually starting to cut through him.

"You fought well," the orc said as the battle of strength continued. "Now die well."

What are you fighting for? Karl's words came back to him, unbidden.

Memories flashed before Lugor's eyes. Finding his mother after so long, and Peters, his grandfather.

For my family.

He faintly heard his mother's voice drift along his ears. "Don't give up on us now!"

An ethereal golden arm reached past his head and wrapped its fingers around the handle of the axe, easing some of the pressure.

"What is this?" Gronak muttered uncertainly.

Lugor paid the orc no attention as he recalled all the people depending on him, thinking of Shiva and Sandal held prisoner within their cell.

For my friends.

Two more arms reached out to take hold of the axe. Lugor almost felt like he could let go of the weapon without it cutting into him.

"If you die here, I'm going to find a way to resurrect you and kill you myself," Shiva's voice echoed. "You still owe me a proper date, so don't lose!"

"I don't want you to take me on a date," came Sandal's disembodied voice. "But yeah, what she said."

More and more hands reached out to grab the axe, pushing it backwards towards the orc currently bent on erasing Lugor from existence. More voices echoed: Jax, Darren, Stangar, Matthias, all the expedition members he'd bonded with on the island. Several of his classmates from the Academy, Sollis, Groll and Skroll, all shouting at him to get up off the ground. His mentors, Garrol and Matthias. 

One final voice - Maric's - called out to him, "No matter what happens, remember that you will always be a Champion. Now, fight!"

With a roar, Lugor pushed against the axe with the help of the golden hands, forcing the orc to cease its assault and retreat backwards.

For my humanity.

The half-orc surged to his feet, staring Gronak down. The golden hands dissipated into dust and drifted into Lugor, his wounds closing over as they did.

"What was that?" Gronak snarled, twirling his axe in his hands. "What trickery?"

Lugor held up a hand and watched as the dust settled into his skin. "Souls, I think. I guess my friends were looking out for me."

"Please don't tell me you're going to defeat me using the power of friendship." Gronak gripped his axe tight. "I've killed more than a few so-called heroes who used that line; it gets old."

"Nah," Lugor said, a confident smile spreading across his face. He held out his arms and concentrated, recalling every detail of his crafted equipment. Suddenly, his armour and shield materialised from the golden dust, equipping him in his usual gear. A moment later, his sword Storm appeared as well. "I'm going to defeat you the old-fashioned way."

Gronak took a nervous step backward as Lugor drew back his arm. "Shield Throw!"

 The shield ricocheted off Gronak's chest and Lugor charged forward, delivering a strike with both hands. Gronak raised his axe and caught the blade just before it made contact with his shoulder, sending it whistling past his ear.

Recalling his shield to his arm, Lugor activated Shield Bash and sent the orc back a step. Wary of how quickly Gronak had shaken off the stun before, he opted to keep his shield up and stomp on the orc's knee, hoping to cripple the monstrous creature. As his foot struck, he heard a crunching noise as cartilage and bone gave way beneath his armoured boot.

If the pained roar Gronak let out once the stun wore off was any indication, it had really freaking hurt. The orc swept his burly arm in front of him and collided with Lugor's shield, his monstrous strength sending the half-orc flying through the air. 

He got to his feet and looked around the arena. All the combatants and spectators from the memory had dissipated.

At least now I don't have to worry about a stray bouncing rock smashing my head open, he thought.

"Nice moves," Gronak grumbled. "And I was worried this wouldn't be a challenge."

Lugor settled into a fighting stance, shield up and sword held in front of him. "I've still got a few more up my sleeve."

"Then come at me with everything you've got!" Gronak bellowed.

Breaking into a sprint, Lugor screamed wordlessly as he charged at the monster in front of him.

Need to distract him.

He drew back his arm and activated Shield Throw, hurling it at the orc's already-weakened leg. 

"That won't work a second time!" Gronak swung his axe, batting the shield away from his leg.

Gotcha.

While Gronak was focused on the shield, Lugor had split Storm into its two separate component swords. As Gronak looked back to Lugor, the half-orc combined them again to send a thunderclap from the tip of the blade, which washed over the monster's head and sent him reeling.

Lugor took advantage of the concussion and slid between the orc's legs, spinning around once he was through. He broke Storm apart and swung the two blades into the tendons above Gronak's heels, ripping them free in a savage spray of grey blood. As the monster fell to its knees, Lugor raised the blades high and swung them into the orc's shoulders, rendering his arms useless.

Giving a pained groan as Lugor removed the swords, Gronak raised his head and shot him a defiant look when he moved in front of the monster. "Not bad, for a human."

Lugor let out a breath. "It's over. I've won."

Gronak's arms shifted slightly as he attempted to move, but the injuries he’d sustained had completely crippled him. "Looks that way. Now, finish it. I'm ready for oblivion."

The half-orc raised his blades, ready to remove the orc's head from his shoulders - but something Gronak had said was bothering him.

Not bad for a human.

The conversation he’d had with Karl before his Awakening replayed in Lugor's mind.

What are you?

"I'm not," Lugor murmured.

Gronak stared at him. "What?"

"I'm not human." Lugor stood up straight and lowered his swords. "I'm a half-orc. I've always been a half-orc."

Succeeding in your Awakening doesn't necessarily mean destroying the orc soul.

"What's your point?" Gronak grumbled. "Just get on with it already."

Lugor stabbed his blades into the ground. He wouldn't normally treat a weapon so carelessly, but he figured they weren’t technically real. "What did you mean earlier? About being ready for oblivion? You're a monster, your soul will just wait to be reborn."

"Not in an Awakening," the orc responded. "Whoever loses the Awakening has their soul destroyed, no rebirth, no afterlife. Your soul is consigned to the void."

"Sounds awful."

"That's the price I pay for being weak."

"What if there was another way?" Lugor asked.

"What are you suggesting?"

Lugor knelt in front of the monster, staring it in the eye. "We find a way to co-exist, within the same body."

Gronak let out a bark of laughter. "Impossible. It's never been done before, and why would I want to sink so low as to merge with a human?"

"Like I said, I'm not human. I'm a half-orc, and just because it's never been done before, doesn't mean it can't be done."

There was a brief silence as Gronak mulled it over.

Lugor grabbed the hilt of one of the blades. "It's either that or oblivion."

"A fair point," the orc admitted. "So, how is this going to work?"

"Swear that in exchange for cohabiting my body, you will never attempt to take command of it. I retain control, and you help me by giving me your strength when I need it. You will never do harm to anyone or anything that isn't trying to do harm to us."

Gronak smiled. "I swea-"

"Oh, and you never try to circumvent that vow by figuring out any loopholes in the oath you swear to me."

The smile dropped. "Dammit."

"Deal?" Lugor reached out a hand.

With a struggle due to his wounds, Gronak slowly raised his right arm, swinging it forward and gripping Lugor's hand. "I swear to follow the terms you’ve set out."

"And?"

The orc rolled its eyes. "And not exploit any loopholes."

"Then I accept your vow."

There was a brief pause and Lugor was starting to worry his idea wouldn't work after all when Gronak started de-materialising.  His hand turned to dust before being drawn into Lugor's own, then his arm, followed by the rest of his body. It wasn't too dissimilar to the golden aether from before. When the final speck of Gronak's soul had entered the half-orc's, he felt an overwhelming rush of energy resonate through his entire being.

You are undergoing a racial change.

Your body has entered a Metamorphic State.
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Metamorphosis

 

When Lugor regained consciousness, everything he saw was tinged with green. He didn't take much notice of it, however, as the only thing he was worried about just then was crushing Malcolm's head beneath his boot. With a roar, he ripped his limbs free of the bindings, sliding off the gurney and advancing straight toward the Necromancer.

"What is this?" Malcolm hissed, retreating towards the warp gate set up at the back of the room. "You didn't win... but you didn't lose, either?"

"What makes you think that?" Lugor asked, a cocky grin on his face.

"I've seen an Awakened half-orc before, any trace of your humanity should be gone!"

Lugor cracked his knuckles. "We called it a draw. Now hold still so I can rip your head off."

"Insolent worm," Malcolm cursed. The Necromancer hurled a glob of purple shadow at Lugor, shouting an incantation.

Lugor dodged to the right, the shadow sailing harmlessly past his head. As he did, Malcolm finished his spell and several skeletons crawled from the floor, throwing themselves at the young half-orc.

"This isn't over," Malcolm shouted. "I'll be seeing you again, boy!" He turned and ran for the warp gate, the portal opening in a flash of blinding light.

"Get back here!" Lugor roared, dipping his shoulder and barging straight through the undead creatures trying to drag him down. As he reached the portal, the shimmering light blinked out of existence. "Damn it!"

He turned around as the skeletons regrouped and vented his frustration on them, using his fists to punch through their fragile forms. He ripped one’s leg off and beat the others down with it, panting as he stood amongst the remains of the Necromancer's minions. 

Lugor rubbed his temples as he felt a low pressure near the back of his brain, a familiar-sounding voice echoing in his mind. You know, you probably could have gotten to him in time if you hadn't stopped for witty banter.

He stopped rubbing his head as the voice spoke. Gronak? Is that you?

It is, the orc affirmed. It seems our merge is having some interesting effects. Look at your notification window.

Lugor willed his notifications to appear, a smile spreading across his face as he took a look at the information presented.

 

You are undergoing a racial change.

 

Your body has entered a Metamorphic State.

 

Metamorphosis (Temporary Buff): 2%

Your body is overflowing with Metamorphic Energy.

Health and Resource regeneration have been temporarily increased.

All attributes have been temporarily doubled.

 

What does it mean by a race change? Lugor asked. Is that good or bad?

I don't know, Gronak's voice whispered in his mind. This has never been done before.

No time to worry over it, Lugor told the orc as he moved to leave the room. Before heading out, he grabbed the sceptre used to exert control over the chimeras and stuck it through his belt. Those gnolls could already have placed the village under siege; we need to go, now.

The orc let out a low chuckle. It's been a long time since I've been in a good fight. I'm looking forward to crushing some skulls.

When was the last time you were out in the world? Lugor asked. In a physical form.

The Grey War, as the enlightened refer to it. It was a good time for killing Adventurers.

Yeah, we won't be doing any of that, Lugor thought with a frown. Monsters only.

Spoilsport, Gronak grumbled, before falling silent.

Lugor jogged through the tunnel leading to the holding cell, realising he was still wearing the demonite manacles. He made to remove them before Gronak spoke up. Leave them on.

What? Why?

I feel stronger with them on.

I don't know if that's a good thing, Lugor thought, but let his hands fall back to his sides.

I swore I wouldn't turn on you, and I won't. Orcs have honour, unlike a lot of other monsters. You'll just have to... what's the word? Trust me.

Trusting a monster. Lugor shook his head with a small smile. That's a new concept for me.

He rounded the corner to see that most of the gnolls guarding the cells had gone, leaving behind only a token force. They clearly weren't the cream of the crop, as the remaining monsters were much smaller in size compared to the others. They all looked up as he entered the room, letting out low growls.

"Time to see what this Metamorphosis buff can do," Lugor murmured to himself, and with a roar, he charged straight toward the clumped-up monsters. Without his sword, he resorted to brute force, sending the gnolls flying to the ground as he collided with them. He tried activating the Recall enchantment on his shield, hoping they hadn't taken it so far away that the effect wouldn't trigger. Thankfully, it was still in range, and it appeared instantly back on his arm, the familiar weight bringing him a modicum of comfort.

"Shield Bash!" Lugor swung full force into the face of the one gnoll still standing, stunning the creature. One of the monsters was trying to stagger to its feet, so Lugor quickly turned and delivered a front kick to the gnoll's chest, hearing a satisfying crunch as he broke multiple bones beneath his heel.

This increased strength is no joke! he thought. He turned his attention back to the gnoll he'd struck with his Shield Bash and resorted to driving his thumbs into its eye sockets. The gnoll screamed as Lugor took advantage of his increased strength to crush the monster's head between his hands.

Abandoning the fight at the sight, the remaining gnolls fled the area. Lugor could feel Gronak urging him to give chase and finish them off, but he shook his head. No, we've got bigger concerns right now.

He walked over to the cell currently holding his friends and family, frowning as they came into view. Sandal was settled into a fighting stance, holding a spell at the ready, while his mother was crouched next to him, the hairs on her neck standing up. Mollie was on the frontline too, with Peters and Shiva taking cover behind them.

"Do I have something on my face?" he asked.

"Give Lugor back," Sandal growled.

"Sandal, relax, it's me. I didn't lose the Awakening."

"Then why are your eyes glowing green, and why are you seeping?”

"Seeping?" Lugor looked down at his shoulders, where wisps of green energy were flowing through the gaps in his armour. "Long story short, Gronak and I came to an understanding, and rather than me killing him, we've merged into the same body."

Sandal lowered his hands and the spell winked out of existence. "I didn't know you could do that."

"Neither did I. But we need to go; Priya has taken all the gnolls to capture the rest of the expedition members."

"We know," Shiva said, moving to the front of the cell. "We saw her go."

"How long has it been since I went under?"

"Maybe an hour?" The dark elf shrugged. "But we aren't going anywhere without the key to the cell, and we don't know where it is."

"No worries." Lugor stepped forward and gripped the bars. "You might want to move back."

As they did, Lugor brought to bear all the monstrous strength the Metamorphosis was affording him. With a grunt, he pulled at the bars until they started to bend, creating just enough room for everyone to squeeze through. 

"Damn," Shiva said as they stepped out of the cell. "How much red meat have you been eating?"

The only one who didn't leave the cell was Lugor's mother.

"What's wrong?" he asked.

"I can't leave," came the miserable reply. "Not with the collar controlling me."

"Oh, right." Lugor pulled the sceptre from his belt and held it out in front of him. "I lift any commands and orders placed on you by this sceptre. All chimeras are free to do as they want." The collar on Elissa's neck flashed white and she was finally allowed to join them outside the cell.

Having freed the villagers from their bindings, Lugor snapped the magic item in half over his knee and tossed it away. "Let's go get everyone else out of this prison."

The others went to look for the cell keys and their confiscated items while Lugor quickly moved from cell to cell, bending the bars of each to allow the bewildered villagers-turned-beasts to leave their prisons. The half-orc was finishing up another cell when Shiva jogged over and handed him his sword and void satchel.

"Found them in a side room," she explained as Lugor strapped the gear onto his body. "The keys too; Sandal's opening up the doors on the other side."

"Good, let's gather everyone up. I need to try to talk them into helping us defeat that gnoll army."

They moved into the middle of the room as Sandal opened the final door, the chimeras slowly wandering over to form a strange-looking crowd. 

"Lugor!" came a bark from a giant bear-shape. It loped over to him and butted him in the stomach with its head. "Took you long enough to find us."

"Will!" Lugor crouched down, coming face to face with the owner of his village's general store. "I'm sorry this happened. It's my fault Malcolm came after you all."

Will had been transformed into a giant grizzly bear, with thick fur and even thicker muscles. He'd always been a large man, and that had carried over to his new form. "Don't worry your head over it," he growled. "What's done is done. What's with the glowing eyes?"

"Long story." Lugor got to his feet and looked over the crowd, feeling awkward as he addressed the people of his village. "Um, hi, everyone. Been a while."

"As much as I want to gore you for bringing this down on our heads," said one of the chimeras, "you got rid of that Necromancer’s spell, so thank you."

The half-orc looked into the boar’s eyes. "I can't say sorry enough times for what's happened to you, but I want to do what I can to keep you all safe from now on. Also, I'm sorry, but I have no idea who you are; none of you really look like you used to."

The boar grunted. "It's Arlen."

Lugor recalled that Arlen was one of the people who had been opposed to allowing Lugor to remain in the village after Malcolm had attacked it and exposed him as a half-orc, but he didn't bear him any ill will. He couldn't afford to. "I know you've all been through a lot, but I need your help. You know I came here with an expedition of people, and right now Malcolm's pet Mage is headed there with their army of gnolls to capture or kill all of them. Help us save them, and I swear we'll offer you a home there."

Arlen snorted. "You really think they would accept us? Have you seen what we've become? We're almost monsters ourselves."

"They accepted me, half-orc and all," Lugor said confidently. "They'll accept you all as well, especially if you save their lives. In my experience, it's a pretty good way of winning people over to your side."

There were a few grumbles from the crowd before the giant bird of prey that had kidnapped Shiva beat its wings, flying over to land next to Lugor.

"Those monsters took great pleasure in torturing us," a female voice called over the crowd. "Or have you all forgotten?"

"Alicia," Lugor murmured, recognising the voice.

She dipped her head. "Hello again, Lugor. Thank you for saving us."

Will took up position next to him as well. "She's right. I don't know about the rest of you, but I'm looking forward to ripping their throats out!"

A great roar erupted from the throats of the chimeras at his words.

"If you don't want to fight, then stay. If we win, we'll come back for you. There'll still be a place for you," Lugor promised.

All of the chimeras shifted slightly but stared back at him as one. There would be no non-combatants here.

“I’ll remain here,” Peters spoke up. “I won’t be any good in a fight, and I’m sure I can find somewhere to hide.”

“Understood,” Lugor said. “When we win, we’ll come back for you.

"They've already got an hour’s head start on us," he continued. "But they had to march there, so if we're fast, we might just make it in time. Shiva, mind if I ride with you?"

Will interrupted the dark elf's response. "No need. I'll carry you." He moved behind Lugor and dipped his head between the half-orc's legs before jolting backwards to drop Lugor onto his back. "I figure you and I can do some real damage together."

"I'll carry your friend," Elissa said, going down on her front paws so Sandal could clamber onto her back.

Shiva edged next to Lugor and whispered, "I'm sure there's a joke to be made here about Sandal riding yo-"

"Aaaaaand that's enough of that," Lugor said. "Mount up, it's time to move."

He raised his sword in the air to get the attention of the assembled chimeras. "Let's go to war!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[43]

Thrill of the Hunt

 

 Lugor held on tight as Will loped across the plain. He and the storekeeper had taken point at the head of the pack as they travelled to the village, with Sandal, Elissa, Shiva and Mollie flanking him on either side. Sandal had cast Wind Walking on the chimeras with slower forms, as they otherwise would have been unable to keep up with the speed the big cats and birds of prey were capable of reaching.

The half-orc drew up his skill list, noting that he still had one skill point in reserve. He was trying to figure out where to allocate it, knowing that in a fight of this magnitude he would need every edge he could get, even with the Metamorphosis ability buffing his fighting prowess by a considerable amount. He skimmed through the new skills he could unlock, but was leaning towards creating another combo-skill, something he could use to take down multiple opponents at once.

"What's on your mind?" Shiva asked, having caught the look on his face that meant he was deep in thought.

"Trying to think of a decent combo skill," Lugor said. "What do you think might be good?"

They continued for another thirty paces before she replied, "I know you love your Shield Throw... and Barrier makes copies, right? Though I don't know if it would work, as Barrier is meant to be a defensive skill."

"Worth a try," Lugor said. "That's a pretty good idea, actually. Though I won't know if it works until I actually try using it."

"Do we have a battle plan?" Sandal asked. "We probably need something better than just running in and killing things."

What's wrong with that? Gronak grumbled in Lugor's head. It worked fine for me during the war.

Didn't you lose the war? Lugor shot back.

Only because of your Champion friend. That class is cheating if you ask me, Gronak muttered, before lapsing back into silence. 

Lugor realised Sandal was still waiting for a response. "Yeah, you're right. I'll think of something."

The half-orc looked over his shoulder at the pack of chimeras following behind them, taking note of their forms. Each one would have utility in the fight; he just needed to figure out how best to make use of their new bodies. They'd been turned into a wide variety of animals, after all. Some were heavy creatures like bears and boars, with a few rams thrown into the mix. Their horns were black and sharp, perfect for goring anything that stood in their way.

Others had been turned into giant spiders, and still others into giant birds of prey, like Alicia. Those were soaring overhead, their powerful wings beating the air. The rest had mostly been merged with big cats, such as panthers, jaguars and cougars. There were even a few wolves mixed in as well.

We can work with this, Lugor realised. He started cataloguing the creatures in his head as they journeyed, working out the best place to use each of them in the fight. It was just like throwing together an Adventuring party; placing each class, as it were, into a specific role of damage, support and tanking.

"Here's the plan!" he called over his shoulder, shouting loud so they all could hear him. "I want all flyers to prioritise extraction. If you see anyone go down in the fight, swoop down and get them out of there. Drop them off behind the walls for healing, then circle back around for the next pickup. If you can't see anyone in imminent danger, grab any stray gnolls and drop them out of the air. You might not be able to beat them one-on-one, but all the hit points in the world won't save them from a long fall. Take them up high and turn the bastards into meat paste!"

"Understood!" Alicia called from up high.

"I want all the big cats and wolves taking down priority targets," Lugor continued. "I don't doubt they have a lot of Shamans and other spellcasters amongst their numbers, and they can make it difficult for us with control spells and healing their wounded. Don't worry about the rank and file, leave those to everyone else. Just hunt the healers. Don't go after Malcolm's pet Mage, she's too strong. Leave her to me! Follow Shiva and Mollie, they'll lead you."

A series of yowls went up from amongst the chimeras as they acknowledged his words.

"If any of you gained crowd control abilities from your new forms, make sure to use them as often as you can. We're going to be outnumbered if they haven't breached the walls yet, so I want those of you who are spiders to keep your distance and web them up!"

"What about the rest of us?" Arlen asked from his position just behind Lugor.

"We're the shock troops," the half-orc replied, raising his voice. "All bears, boars, rams, anyone with horns or a lot of weight, form up alongside me. When we join the fight, charge into their backs with everything you've got and mow them down! They won't be expecting us to attack, so use the confusion to your advantage. Make a lot of noise, we need to shatter their morale in the first charge!"

The pack slowed temporarily as everyone shifted position to group up with the right team. Once they were finished, Shiva led the group of big cats on the right, while the support chimeras joined Sandal on the left. The flyers held back above the middle of the pack, staying overhead to keep track of the battle from the air. They picked up the pace again as Lugor realised he had another notification.

Drawing up his status screen, he quickly skimmed the contents.

 

Metamorphosis: 25%

New Skill Unlocked: Orc Fury (Passive)
Effects: Increases damage dealt the longer a fight continues, up to a maximum of 10%.




Do you think it’s because the Metamorphosis progressed past a certain threshold? he asked Gronak. I wonder if there are more to come.

Who knows? Gronak replied with slight irritation. How far away from the fight are we? I'm getting itchy for a battle.

"Alicia!" Lugor called. "Do you see the village yet?"

She swooped down to fly next to him. "I do. We're not far away now."

"Alright everyone, make ready!"

He fell silent as a distant explosion sounded, the boom echoing across the plains.

"Looks like they found my explosives," Shiva said, a satisfied look on her face. "Good."

"But it means they’ve already started the assault," Sandal pointed out, lines of concern etched on his face. "Though if they're still activating the traps, I pray that means they haven't made it past the walls yet."

"We'll find out soon enough," Lugor said. "Mom, I want you to use your claws to climb over the palisade in a location where the gnolls aren't concentrating. Sandal’s needed to help heal the wounded, and I want you to keep guard over him."

A low growl came from Elissa's throat. "Are you trying to keep me out of the fight? Because I'm more than capable of figh-"

"It's not about that," Lugor interrupted. "Trust me, if they make it past the walls then you'll be in the thick of it just like everyone else. Sandal can handle himself, but he needs to reserve as much mana as possible for healing and crowd control - which he can't do if he's got to fend for himself. Watch his back and keep him safe. If I wanted to keep you out of it, I'd have used the sceptre to force you to stay away."

"I need you to help me convince the defenders that the chimeras are on their side anyway." Sandal placed a hand on Elissa's neck. "It's important."

She let out a low grumble but dipped her head in acknowledgement.

Another set of explosions rang out as they came within shouting distance of the gnoll army. From what Lugor could see, the creatures were primarily bunched up around the front gate. Lugor could faintly make out a line of defenders on the walls, doing their best to take down any makeshift ladders the gnolls had lashed together. Whatever the transformation was doing to his eyes, he found it fairly easy to see in the dark, albeit with a slight cast of grey.

"Everyone's got their orders. Get ready!"

A great roar sounded from the chimeras as they amped up the pace, turning their run into charging speed.

Lugor looked to his friends. "You guys ready?"

Shiva nodded.

Sandal looked back at him apprehensively. "We're outnumbered, Lugor. Many of us will die."

The half-orc nodded sombrely. "Many of us. All of them."

The dwarf nodded back. "Good luck."

"Stay safe." Lugor took a deep breath to settle his pounding heart. "Are you with me?"

"We're with you," Sandal promised.

Shiva reached across to place a hand on his arm. "Now, and forever."

"Alright." Lugor faced forward. "Let's go!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[44]

Blood and Bone

 

"Sandal, give us some light. Fire a Flare at full strength."

The night was illuminated with an orange glow as Sandal cast Flare, the blinding light erupting from his finger and holding a place in the sky, high above the battlefield. Many of the gnolls at the rear of the army looked behind them to see the chimeras, only to smash their weapons against each other and let out excited howls. The monsters turned back to face the walls.

"They don't realise we're not on their side." Lugor felt a savage grin spread across his face.

"Then let's correct that notion!" Will roared from underneath him. The chimeras echoed his roar and Lugor joined them, losing himself in the bloodlust Gronak was fuelling him with. He was dimly aware of Sandal and Shiva loosing battle cries of their own, but he took no notice. All that mattered now was crushing everything that stood in his way.

Time seemed to run in slow-motion as they closed the gap between themselves and the army. Some of the chimeras were beginning to break formation, eager to be the first into the fight. Lugor drew back his shield and concentrated on the new skill he wanted to create, blending Barrier and Shield Throw into one. Focusing his mind, he threw his arm forward and yelled, "Shield Barrage!"

The shield flew off his arm towards the gnolls and for a moment he felt a twinge of worry that it hadn't worked. Suddenly, the shield shimmered and four spectral shields spread out from the original, two on each side. The shields whistled through the air before colliding with the back line of the gnoll army, ricocheting throughout their ranks and knocking several of them to the ground. Satisfied with the skill's effects, Lugor split Storm into its two blades. The gnolls still standing turned to face the chimeras with horrified expressions as they realised the beasts weren't slowing down.

He felt three heartbeats pass before everything turned to chaos.

They collided with the gnolls and charged through the gap Lugor had opened with his Shield Barrage. Gnolls went flying through the air and were trampled underfoot, sending up sprays of blood as they were gored and crushed beneath the thundering horde. Big cats and wolves leapt onto the stunned monsters and dragged them down, ripping at throats and limbs before the gnolls could even react. Lugor held on tight with his knees as Will batted aside monster after monster with his giant paws, laying into the army with Wind and Lighting and opening up grievous wounds for the chimeras behind him to finish off.

Shiva and Mollie split off, taking their assigned group with them to hunt down the high-priority targets. Lugor could see them ripping into the gnolls, pushing through ‘til they found a Shaman.

Sandal and Elissa stuck close behind Lugor and Will, following them as they headed for the walls. The dwarf made use of his Elementalist skills to keep any rallying gnolls away from them, hurling the winds at the monsters to hold them at a distance.

They continued their insane charge through the ranks of the army, finally reaching the front-line and the palisades. Will barged into a group of gnolls, sending them over the edge and into the bramblethorn trap at the bottom of the trench.

"Go!" Lugor shouted. "We've got this!"

Elissa launched herself over the trench in front of the palisades, burying her thick claws into the logs and making the climb as fast as she could. The defenders on the walls recoiled in fear before they registered Sandal riding on her back.

Lugor saw a gnoll draw back an arm, ready to throw a spear at his mother. He drew Wind back over his shoulder and cut downwards, sending forth a wave of air that threw the gnoll off balance, the spear sailing harmlessly off to the side.

"What now?" Will shouted, clamping his jaws around a gnoll's leg and pulling it off its feet. He swung around and threw that one into the trench as well.

Now we run in and kill things, Gronak said in Lugor's mind. Right?

"They're still confused." Lugor pressed forward and joined Storm back together, sending out a thunderclap to stun the monsters in front of him. They went flying as Arlen appeared from the side and barrelled through them. "Once they rally back together, it's going to go badly for us, so we need to take advantage of this."

"Alright." Will let out a puff of air from his nostrils. "Climb back on and we'll be off!"

The half-orc jumped onto Will's back and recalled his shield to his arm. With a joint roar, they charged into the still-dazed gnolls - who were only just beginning to regroup – and began dispatching them with brutal efficiency, Will with his teeth and claws, and Lugor with his sword and shield.

"We need to group up with the others!" Lugor shouted as he pulled his blade from a monster's throat. "Come on!"

Will growled his agreement and pushed through the gnolls starting to surround them. From his perch on the storekeeper's back, Lugor could see that the battle was starting to turn against them, small groups of chimeras fighting for their lives amid the mass of monsters. All across the battlefield, he could see the giant birds swooping down and picking up the injured, taking them inside the walls for healing before dropping back into the chaos.

Now that they'd lost the power of the initial charge, the fight wore hard. The chimeras were well-suited to delivering devastating blows when they picked up speed, but that wasn't an option when facing their opponents head-on. Lugor and Will broke though the gnoll line to find many of the shock troops bunched up in a circle, still holding out against the onslaught. The more injured of them had taken shelter in the middle of the pack.

"With me!" Lugor roared, leaping off Will's back and throwing himself into the fray. Gnolls were sent back a pace as he dove into their ranks, launching off a Shield Barrage and carving through them like butter. "Get to the walls!" 

Taking advantage of the disruption Lugor was causing, the chimeras rallied and pushed through the monsters surrounding them. He called out as he saw Alicia flying overhead, "Tell Sandal to climb to the top of the palisade! We need healing!"

She flew off to the palisade to relay his orders as the chimeras headed that way, and the half-orc turned to Will. "Let's go get everyone else."

He mounted up and they carried on across the battlefield, leaving a trail of broken bodies behind them. They broke through to each group of chimeras, helping to clear a path for them to retreat to the palisades. In the distance, Lugor could make out Sandal standing atop the wall and casting Healing Mist, the restorative spell washing over the bunched-up chimeras and healing their wounds. Standing next to him were Jax and Darren, the Cavalier protecting the dwarf with his shield. Darren was batting projectiles away from them both, his advanced reflexes allowing him to misdirect any incoming fire.

"Shiva!" Lugor shouted. The dark elf was on foot next to Mollie and a pack of wolf chimeras, surrounded by a sea of gnolls.

"Lugor!" she called back. "A little help?"

Bounding through the monsters, Will entered the circle and Lugor hopped off his back to take up a place by her side. "We're regrouping at the wall. We need to get back there, now!"

"Easier said than done," she replied, dodging a gnoll's clumsy strike before countering and throwing a bone spear through its chest. "There's a hundred gnolls between us and the wall, and we've got injured."

Lugor looked over his shoulder to see two wolves laying on the ground, panting, nasty-looking wounds in their sides. "Dammit," he cursed. "Will, can you carry them?"

"Not a problem!" Will answered. Sweeping his paw along a line of gnolls, he knocked them all to the ground before moving to the injured chimeras. Shiva pulled the wolves over the bear's back as Lugor covered them with his Barrier skill, erecting a line of shields to hold the gnolls at bay. 

"What were you doing so far out?" the half-orc asked.

"Looking for Priya." Shiva jumped onto Mollie's back. "I haven't been able to find her."

"Never mind that," he replied. "Let's get out of here. Shield Barrage!"

Letting loose with his shield once more, he jumped up behind Shiva and they pushed through the army, using Will's massive weight to give them room to maintain their momentum. Lugor could see the wall getting closer before he was forcibly dismounted by a club colliding with his chest.

The wind was knocked clean out of him as he landed on his back. Aware that being prone meant death, he jumped to his feet and slashed with his sword, preventing any gnolls from pressing the attack. The gap between him and the chimeras had already been closed by the monster army.

"Lugor!" Shiva shouted over her shoulder in panic.

"Keep going!" he roared. She looked like she was about to turn Mollie around but instead she nodded, carrying on alongside the chimeras.

"Gods dammit," Lugor muttered. He made ready to charge, but the gnolls backed away from him, forming a circle of empty space. 

A guttural laugh sounded from behind him and he turned to see the alpha gnoll approaching, gripping a two-handed mace tightly in its paws. "You die now, human!"

The rank and file gnolls didn't interfere, instead forming a makeshift arena in the middle of the battlefield.

Can you at least let me fight a little bit with this one? Gronak urged him.

What do you mean?

Check your notification.

Lugor quickly drew up his screen as the gnoll advanced towards him.

 

Metamorphosis: 58%

 

New Skill Unlocked: Spirit Rush
Effect: Send out your monster soul in a straight line, dealing a small amount of damage. Has a chance to daze all targets struck.

 

Not yet, he replied, catching sight of Alicia flying towards him. I've got a better way of dealing with this clown.

He charged forward, catching the alpha by surprise. "Shield Bash!"

The alpha was sent reeling from the force of the blow, temporarily stunned. Lugor looked up to the sky. "Alicia! Now!"

With a screech, Alicia flew down and sunk her talons into the alpha while it was still stunned. She carried it into the air as it flailed around, unable to break free of her clutches. Once she was high enough, she let go, and Lugor watched with satisfaction as the creature fell from the sky, landing amidst the crowd of gnolls with a satisfying thud.

I'm never going to have any fun with you, am I? Gronak grumbled.

"Don't count yourself out just yet," Lugor said, settling into a defensive stance. The gnolls around him stared dumbly at the remains of their leader before letting out savage howls. "’Cause the fight's not over!"

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[45]

Battle at the Gates

 

Lugor popped off a Barrier at the gnolls in front of him before activating Battle Rhythm, then turned around and activated his newest ability: "Spirit Rush!"

A spectral vision of Gronak erupted from his front, shooting through the clumped-up gnolls. Many of them were stopped in their tracks, dazed from the effect of the ability. Spinning to his left, Lugor activated Shield Barrage, disrupting the next line of gnolls heading his way and leaving him only one direction to worry about - for the time being.

They tried surrounding him but he kept moving, taking advantage of Battle Rhythm to weave between their attacks. He interspersed his dodges with casts of Barrier and Shield Barrage, as well as repeatedly throwing out Gronak with Spirit Rush. The decreased cooldown rate of his skills due to the Metamorphosis effect was really coming in handy, but he knew he couldn't keep it up forever.

"Lugor!"

He looked up to see Alicia flying straight for him.

"Jump!" she screeched.

He struck the gnolls with one final Shield Barrage before launching himself into the air as high as he could, the increased strength from the Metamorphosis allowing him to easily clear the chests of the monsters in front of him. Throwing his hand out, he gripped tightly to Alicia's leg as she flew past, bearing him away from the danger and into the sky. He recalled his shield back to his arm and Alicia dropped alarmingly before regaining control of the flight.

"And I thought the wolves were heavy," she said in a strained voice.

"Sorry," Lugor apologised.

"Don't worry about it." She banked to the left and faced the village. "Your friend used his magic to lift the rest of us into your village. I'll drop you off inside."

Lugor gazed down at the carnage they'd caused with their charge, as well as Shiva's explosives. Gnoll corpses littered the ground around the village.

"Not a bad run," he said. "How many did we lose?"

Alicia was silent for a moment as she glided towards the village. "Fourteen in total, I think."

"Damn," was all Lugor could say in response. "Just under a third of our number. We need to end this."

"How?" she asked as she began to descend.

"I'll think of something. We need to break their will to fight."

As he said that, Sandal's flare blinked out, the spell vanishing and leaving the area in the gloom of darkness once more. Large fireballs suddenly appeared in front of the gate, smashing repeatedly against it.

"What is that?"

Looks like we've found that Mage, Gronak chimed in. Can we fight her, at least?

Not yet. We need to regroup with the others before she knocks that gate open.

Alicia dropped him off inside the village a little way away from the front gate. Stangar was waiting for him, burly arms crossed and his hand axes shoved through the loops on his belt.

"You went to rescue Shiva and came back with a small army. Good work, kid. Sandal filled us in on your, uh, seeping. I didn't think what you did was even possible."

Lugor shrugged. "What can I say? I'm full of surprises. Also, Priya's trying to break down the gate with fireballs, and we definitely didn't build it to survive that kind of assault."

"So what's the plan?" Stangar asked. "I'm assuming you have a plan."

"Have everyone form up on me, shields in front. Once that gate goes down, we're going to get swarmed. I'll drop a Barrier and then focus on Priya. I've got enough anti-magic abilities that I should be able to take her down, but I need everyone else to keep the gnolls off me."

"We can do that," came a voice from his right. Lugor turned to see Jax and Darren approaching. Behind them were the rest of the Adventurers, looking scared out of their minds but ready to do what they had to.

"What about us?" Will asked from Lugor's left, the shopkeeper padding over. "Most of us can still fight."

"If you fight them head-on, you'll take a lot of casualties." Lugor frowned. "Wait for them to charge, then sneak over the rear walls. Smash into their flanks but don't get engaged in a drawn-out melee. Cycle-charge only."

"Roger that." Will winked before loping away, relaying the orders to the other chimeras. They moved to the rear of the village walls where the gnolls weren't concentrated, holding ready for the right time to strike.

The gate started smoking, bulging inwards under the pressure of the spell barrage.

"Where are Sandal and Shiva?" Lugor asked.

"Sandal's taking care of the remaining wounded," Stangar replied, drawing his axes from his belt. "Shiva's right behind you."

Lugor spun around to see Shiva just before she wrapped her arms around him.

"I was so scared you weren't going to make it back," she whispered.

"I'm fine," he replied soothingly. "But the fight isn't done. We're forming up in front of the gate; I need you to get Sandal over here as soon as he's done with healing. Come back once you've told him."

She rushed off to carry out the order, and Lugor smashed his sword against his shield to get everyone's attention. "Let's form up!"

All the Adventurers followed him to the gate, standing roughly twenty feet back from the fortifications. There were houses built on either side of the entrance road, and with any luck they'd be able to hold the bulk of the gnolls at the choke point until Lugor could finish off Priya once and for all. After that was done, it was his hope that the gnolls would panic and begin to rout. Alicia had already killed the alpha, so Priya was the only thing resembling a leader they had left.

Lugor took the middle, with all shield users and frontliners lined up on either side of him, plus more fighters arrayed behind each frontliner to back them up. They were spread thin, but with the choke point in front of them their numbers weren't so much of an issue. Jax and Darren were flanking him, with Agda a little further down the line. Shiva and Sandal stood a couple rows back, away from the front line.

"We can win this!" he called to the assembled expedition. "Once I take down Priya, the gnolls should scatter. Just hold firm and remember everything you've learned!"

Jax thrust his spear into the air. "Champion!"

"Champion! Champion! Champion!" The gathered host took up the chant, shouting at the top of their lungs to fill their hearts with courage.

There was a boom as the gate was finally blown open by Priya's magic. The gnolls spilled through the gap and charged towards them, howling as they ran.

"Hold steady!"

The gnolls were only twenty feet away.

A shout came from behind: "Throw spears!"

A line of spears went soaring overhead, loosed by the classless expedition members with the atlatls. Several of the gnolls fell to the ground as they ran, surprised at the projectiles suddenly sticking out of their chests. It wouldn’t be enough to kill them, but it did slow them down.

"Brace!" Lugor dug his feet in and shouted, "Barrier!" 

A line of shields popped into existence in front of him, covering him and those next to him from the charging monsters. The gnolls collided with the barrier with a sickening crunch as they were crushed against it by those behind them. The Adventurers not behind the wall were sent back a pace as the monsters collided with their shields. There was a brief second of silence before Lugor shouted another order.

"Counter now!"

With a great roar, the frontliners pushed, forcing the gnolls back. Lugor's barrier dropped and he rejoined the fight, using his boosted strength to devastating effect. Spells and projectiles whistled overhead as the casters hurled spells into the bunched-up monsters, steadily wearing them down. Any of the frontliners who suffered a serious injury were dragged backwards and replaced with another fighter ready to dive into the fray.

They're keeping their cool, Lugor thought approvingly.

The gnolls had superior numbers, but the choke point was keeping that advantage down. Despite having superior levels as well, the wild monsters couldn't hope to stand against over forty disciplined Adventurers. Unlike the gnolls, they were all fighting for more than just survival. They were fighting for their home.

"Sandal! Give us some disruption."

"On it!" the dwarf shouted back. "Earthbreak!"

The ground shattered beneath the front of the gnoll army, ruining their footing. Lugor kicked the monster in front of him back a few paces and raised his sword. "With me! Rally!"

The expedition let out a great cry as the effects of Rally washed over them. Together, they charged forward, breaking free of their defensive line and diving into a full-on assault. Lugor scanned the ranks in front of them, looking for Priya. He finally found her after cutting down one of the gnolls; the Mage was standing near the back-middle of the monsters, protected by the alpha's elites. She was casting a spell, barking a word that was lost over the din of the battle.

An ice spike dropped from the sky, piercing through Jax's plainstrider, Gallus. The giant bird let out a pained cry as the projectile sunk into its shoulder.

"Get him out of here!" Lugor ordered. As Jax turned Gallus around, more ice spikes began to fall.

Area of effect spell, he realised. He focused on the ice, imagining the spikes melting away as he used the ability Skroll had taught him at the Academy all those months ago. "Counterspell!"

In a blink, the ice turned to water, raining harmlessly to the ground. He looked back at Priya to see her face screwed up into a snarl. She started casting again and Lugor cursed. I can't use Counterspell again so soon, even with the decreased cooldown rate.

This time, he could faintly hear her shout. "Gravity Well!"

A great ball of dark energy formed behind their frontline, cries of shock sounding as they were all thrown backwards. Lugor turned his fall into a roll, rushing back to meet the next charge of the gnolls. They were taking advantage of the disruption to break through.

You need to kill that Mage, Gronak urged him.

I know! I can't get past the damn gnolls.

With a battle cry, he met the charge and barrelled into the clumped-up monsters. Many of them spilled past him, heading straight for the rest of the Adventurers. 

The battle was rapidly turning into a free-for-all. Battle lines blurred as the monsters attacked, and at first Lugor was fighting solo against the horde. Then Shiva and Mollie ran past him, carving a bloody path from monster to monster in an attempt to alleviate some of the pressure on the lower-levelled expedition members. He blinked and they were gone, replaced by Stangar, who was using his immense size to toss gnolls left and right. Then Sandal was suddenly by his side, quickly casting Haste and throwing a fast heal on him before disappearing to heal the others.

Lugor could see expedition members falling beneath the gnolls’ assault, despite their coordinated efforts. He wanted to help, but he couldn't do anything more than focus on each enemy in front of him; there was no room to breathe or regroup. If something didn't change, he thought, they would lose this fight.

He saw Agda, the dwarf swinging her axe with lethal efficiency. She was covered in blood, bleeding profusely from her various injuries, and he started pushing his way toward her through the chaos. His eyes widened as one of the elite gnolls appeared behind her and chopped its sword down.

"No!" Acting fast, he activated Rush to Aid and sped towards her, but he was just a moment too late. The dwarf let out a pained noise as the sword cut into her neck and she collapsed to the ground.

Lugor threw his shield at the gnoll's face, knocking it back before separating Storm and hacking with rage at the monster. It fell beneath his assault and Lugor turned, hurrying to pick Agda up off the ground and get her out of the fight.

"Come on," he said, recalling his shield and using it to shelter her as he pulled her away from the worst of the fighting. "We'll find Sandal, he'll fix you up."

"Lugor," she gurgled, blood flooding from her neck. "I have family, in the dwarf capital. Let them know-"

"You're not dying," he snapped, smashing his shield into a gnoll trying to attack him. Darren appeared out of nowhere and front-heel-kicked the monster, cracking its chest.

"Don't… let them win." Agda took a shuddering breath as blood filled her lungs. When she became a loose weight in his arms, Lugor knew she was gone.

He stood stunned, despite the battle raging around him.

No more.

He could feel the orcish rage permeating his body.

No more dead.

…Is it my turn? Gronak whispered.

The green energy that had been seeping through Lugor's armour grew in volume, becoming thicker.

We end this, Lugor told him. We end it now!

The half-orc turned, limbs trembling as the metamorphic energy reached its peak.

With a roar, he activated the final skill unlocked during the Metamorphosis.

"Manifest!"
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Manifest

 

The wisps of green energy drifted away from Lugor and started forming into a humanoid shape. Within moments, they had finished their transformation. First a torso, then arms and legs, and finally a head.

Standing in front of Lugor was Gronak, given ethereal form by the Manifest skill. The orc let out a great bellow that echoed across the battlefield, and all stopped short at the sight of him.

Gronak tilted his head to the side, and though he had no bones Lugor was sure he could hear joints popping.

"Alright," Gronak called. "Who wants to die first!?"

The gnolls all took a nervous step back. Lugor took up a position at Gronak's side, still trembling with rage. "Let's give them hell."

With a simultaneous roar, Lugor and Gronak charged recklessly back into the fight. The expedition cheered at the sight and threw themselves into the battle with renewed vigour.

Crashing into the gnolls, they headed straight for Priya, whose face drained of colour. Gronak smashed gnolls away with his massive fists, their attacks doing barely any damage to his spiritual form. Lugor dropped his shield to hack and slash with Storm's two blades, forgoing defence in favour of all-out damage.

"Sandal, Shiva, come on!"

"We're with you!" Shiva appeared at his side, riding Mollie. Sandal was also perched on the back of the skeletal cat, throwing out spells and swinging his mace whenever his mana got low. 

The remaining elite gnolls were barking orders to the others and most of them turned to focus on taking Lugor down, lessening the pressure on the expedition fighters.

"Is that all you've got?" he snarled as they swarmed him. The half-orc was suffering injury after injury from the sheer number of foes in his way, but he paid it no mind. All that mattered was separating heads from shoulders and taking Priya down.

"Keep pushing!" he bellowed. They were getting closer and closer to Priya, who was starting to retreat to the back of the army. "We can't let her escape!"

She won't, Gronak growled.

Lugor was surprised that the mental link still worked with Gronak Manifested, but he didn't have time to think about it as another monster found itself in his way.

Priya suddenly stopped short as the chimeras appeared around the corner of the wall and smashed into the gnoll backliners, sending them flying. Lugor caught sight of Will shaking his head furiously, a gnoll's leg trapped between his colossal jaws.

"What took you so long?" he shouted.

"There were more around the back trying to sneak over! Had to deal with them first."

Lugor realised that most of the chimeras were covered in blood, though if it was their own or monster blood, he couldn't be sure. He was just glad they were finally back in the fight and helping to shatter the enemy's resolve. Alicia was swooping in, hauling the monsters into the air and dropping them to their deaths, while his mother was fighting alongside Will, the two giant bears going on a monster-killing rampage.

Before long, he and Gronak had nearly made it to Priya, who was frantically chanting a spell.

Oh, no you don't, he snarled to himself. "Counterspell!"

Her spell was cancelled once again as they finally broke through the ranks of the gnolls. The remaining elite gnolls raised their swords, ready for the fight.

Take out the gnolls, Lugor ordered. I've got the Mage.

My pleasure, Gronak replied. The half-orc felt the savage bloodlust cross their mental link once again as Gronak stampeded through the elite gnolls. He easily fended off their attacks, ripping one of their swords away and using it to hack away at them. The weapon looked tiny in his grip, dwarfed by the size of his hands.

As for Lugor, he headed straight for Priya as soon as Gronak was occupying the gnolls. She summoned a glowing sword to hand and settled into a fighting stance.

His weapon met hers in a flash of light. "This is for Agda!"

"I don't even know who that is." Priya stepped back and threw an ice spike into his side. He grunted, but barely registered the pain. One of the gnolls tried to move to the Mage’s side to aid her, but Gronak quickly grabbed its leg and swung the monster through the air, sending it flying into the others.

What have I told you before about the banter? he growled.

Lugor ignored him, recalling his shield. Priya attempted to stab him, but he activated Shield Bash, stunning her and allowing him to get in a thrust to pierce her midsection. She hissed in pain and flung her arm out in a horizontal arc. 

A wave of force collided with Lugor’s chest, knocking him to the ground. He was able to get to one knee before two giant fists had hold of his arms, and he looked up to see Priya's own arms encased in magic, restraining his movement.

"I've had enough of this," she spat. "I don't care about Malcolm's plans; I'll tear you in half!"

Lugor struggled against the spell. He tried activating Counterspell again, but it was still on cooldown. He pulled against her magic but the spell was too strong for him to break free, and he screamed in pain as one of his arms was yanked from its socket. "Gronak! Help me!"

The orc batted a gnoll out of the way and began to run towards Lugor, though the half-orc had no idea if he would make it before Priya ripped his arms off.

He clenched his eyes shut at the strain before the pressure suddenly vanished and Priya's spell ended. He opened his eyes to see the Mage staring dumbly at her forearms, the limbs having been severed at the elbow. Will and Elissa were standing there, a forearm in each of their mouths.

His mother spat half an arm out. "Don't you dare hurt my son."

Mustering the last of his strength, Lugor got to his feet and ran forward, screaming wordlessly as he buried his sword in Priya's heart.

"Better luck next time," he said.

Priya stared up at him in shock as her health points plummeted to the brink of death. Gronak finished her off, hacking into her neck and ripping her head clean off her shoulders. The orc raised his grisly trophy high into the air, bellowing his victory. 

At the sight of the Mage's head - along with the rest of the gnoll bodies lying broken on the ground - the monsters’ wavering morale finally broke. They ran as fast they could, trying desperately to get away. Many of them were cut down as they passed Jax and the others, who were mounted on the plainstriders alongside Shiva and Mollie. The faster chimeras joined them, and together they took out most of the stragglers - easy kills now that they'd abandoned the fight.

"It's over." Lugor breathed a sigh of relief. He looked down at his armour, which had been pierced in multiple places, blood steadily flowing from his wounds. "Well, would you look at that?"

The last thing he saw before he collapsed was one final notification window.

 

Metamorphosis: 100%
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Epilogue

 

Lugor opened his eyes. The first thing he noticed was the throbbing headache, and second was the overall tiredness of his body. He pulled himself up into a sitting position, realising he was on a bedroll in the hut he shared with the others. Blinking away in the corner of his vision were notifications, and he willed them to appear in front of him.

 

Your body is no longer filled with Metamorphic Energy. You have lost the effects of the Metamorphosis passive.

 

You have undergone a racial change. Your race is now Half-Orc (Twinned Soul).

 

New Perk Unlocked: First of Your Kind
As the first of a species, you receive special bonuses when interacting with others of your kind. Other Twinned Soul half-orcs are more likely to react positively to your actions, and provide you with increased combat prowess when fighting alongside them.

 

You have unlocked a new skill resource: Soul Points
All Twinned-Soul abilities now use Soul Points. You can increase the amount of Soul Points by achieving higher synchronisation with your Orc Soul.
Current Soul Points: 10/10
Soul Point Regeneration Rate: 1 every 6 seconds

 

You have unlocked the skill: Manifest

 

Skill: Manifest (Soul Skill)
Effect: Manifest your monster soul into an ethereal form, allowing it to fight independently for the duration. The strength of this skill is increased by your class level.
Soul Point Cost: 1 per second


"Haven't unlocked a perk for a while," he muttered to himself. "Doesn't seem all that great, though; when am I ever going to run into another Twinned Soul?" He was also disappointed to see he wasn’t able to use Manifest at will. His memory was foggy, but he remembered it being incredibly powerful.

He jumped at a sudden noise from his left. Sandal was sitting next to him on a stool, his head dipping against his chest as he softly snored.

The half-orc smiled at the sight. "Sa-" He coughed at the dryness of his throat. "Sandal."

The dwarf started awake and rubbed at his eyes. "You're awake!"

"Yeah." Lugor nodded. "Is there any water?"

Sandal hurried outside, and Lugor waited as he returned with the well bucket. "Here you go."

Lugor drank deeply from the container, slaking his thirst. He used the remainder to splash his face, hoping that'd clear up the grogginess he was feeling. "What time is it?"

"Around two in the afternoon. You slept all day and night. Whatever that Metamorphosis did to you, it completely wiped you out."

"Yeah, I'm feeling that right now." He held out a hand and Sandal pulled him to his feet. Lugor frowned down at the dwarf. "Did you get shorter?"

"No." Sandal smiled. "You got taller. While you were under, you grew a little in size. It was pretty gradual, but noticeable."

"That would explain why my shirt feels so different." He rolled his shoulders, the fabric pulling tightly against his body. "Are the gnolls gone?"

"Yup. After you killed Priya, they all fled as fast as they could. The chimeras got most of them, but a few escaped. Not enough that we have to worry about them any time soon, though."

Technically, I killed the mage. Gronak stirred within Lugor's mind.

The half-orc rolled his eyes. It was a team effort.

Irrelevant. Last hit counts.

You know it's not all about who got the last hit, right?

"Uh, you okay?" Sandal asked. 

"Yeah, I'm fine, why?"

"You're just standing there making facial expressions, it's weird."

"Oh." Lugor scratched the back of his head. "I was talking to Gronak, the orc soul. Sorry."

"What's that like? Is he just always there now?" Sandal grimaced and chucked a pair of boots over to him.

"Looks like it." He shrugged, pulling the boots onto his feet. "Part of being a Twinned Soul."

"What's that?"

Lugor quickly explained the notifications he'd been shown when he'd woken up.

"I did wonder how you were using so many skills repeatedly during the battle. You were terrifying."

"What do you mean?" Lugor asked with a frown. He finished getting dressed and grabbed his sword, too tired to make his way into his armour.

"How much do you remember after you summoned Gronak?" Sandal asked.

"Not much, really. I remember fighting Priya, but it's all a little hazy."

The dwarf looked up, his eyes meeting Lugor's. "You and Gronak singlehandedly turned the tide of that fight. You called out for me and Shiva to fight alongside you, but we couldn't keep up. You hacked your way through those gnolls like it was nothing."

"Come on." Lugor let out a small chuckle. "You're overexaggerating. We didn't do that much."

It was forty-eight, Gronak said. 

What?

We killed forty-eight in the last charge. I counted.

"Okay, nevermind. Maybe we did do a fair bit." He glanced back at his notifications and realised he had two level-ups waiting for him.

"Come on, hero," Sandal said, pushing the door open. "We might make it in time if we leave now."

"Make it to what?" Lugor asked as he followed his friend outside. He looked around in confusion at the lack of people in the village. "Where is everyone?"

"At the funeral, outside the walls," Sandal said sombrely. "We gathered the bodies yesterday and wanted to wait for you to wake up first, but we had no clue when that would be."

"Ah," was all Lugor could say. He felt pressure build between his eyes as he remembered Agda's death, remembered the brave dwarf being cut down on the battlefield.

They walked in silence outside the village, where all the surviving expedition members and chimeras were assembled in front of a row of funeral pyres. Everyone turned to look at them as they approached, and many dipped their heads and clasped fists over their chests. Lugor followed Sandal to the front, where Stangar, Shiva, and the leaders of their respective groups were talking to the gathered crowd. They stopped as Lugor reached them.

"Welcome back," Shiva said, pulling Lugor into a tight hug. "I was worried you were never going to wake up."

The others greeted him in turn. Magnus was holding a torch and offered it to Lugor. "Want to start us off?"

Lugor hesitantly took the torch and looked down the line of bodies. Agda lay there, the wound in her neck roughly stitched up and washed to allow her passing some dignity. The slain chimeras were there as well, the expedition members having honoured them with the same fire that would send off their own. Lugor recognised each and every face, even if he didn't know all their names. He let out a sigh as he saw Liza amongst the dead. The other gnome, Lofty, was standing at the foot of her pyre, tears streaming down his face.

"Today, we honour our fallen," Lugor called. "They gave their lives in defence of ours, and we won't tarnish that sacrifice by losing hope. Together, we've defeated the gnoll army and crushed Malcolm's plans for us. I swear to you, we'll find a way back to the mainland. And if any other monsters decide to get in our way, then we'll kill them too!"

His promise was met with determined nods. Lugor turned and placed the torch in the pyre, gazing at Agda's body. "We will remember you."

He handed the torch off to Shiva, who lit another section of the piled wood. "Go in peace."

One by one, Sandal, Jonas, Magnus and Darren all touched the torch to the pyre, and before long it was smoking away.

Nicholas the Priest stepped forward. The class came with the ability to carry out funeral rites, ensuring the remains could not be used for Necromancy, and that their spirits wouldn't remain on the material plane as vengeful ghosts. He held out his hand and the flames reached out to it, turning a beautiful gold as they touched him. The purifying flame burned clean, and the assembled crowd waited patiently, their tears reflecting its holy light.

What a strange custom, Gronak mused. We simply leave our kin where they die, unless they were of great importance. Besides, we get reborn anyway.

That's the difference between us and monsters, Lugor responded. For us, all of our kin are important.

Enlightened races have an afterlife, do they not?

Supposedly. But even if we will meet them again one day, that doesn't mean we won't miss them until we do.

Before long, the bodies had been cleansed and destroyed by the fire. Once they were finished paying their respects, the expedition members left to return to the village and resume repairing the gate. The chimeras, however, headed into the forest, and when Lugor questioned it he was told they'd taken over hunting duty for the time being.

"Come on." Stangar let out a sigh. "Time for a council meeting."

The four Adventurers and the group leaders headed inside the village, going straight to Peters' hut. Ever since he’d been kidnapped, they'd been using it as a meeting room, and old habits died hard. When they entered, Lugor was confused to see that the noble wasn't there.

"Where's Peters?"

They all looked at each other nervously before Darren spoke up. "He's currently bound with rope in a different building."

"Bound?" Lugor asked. "Why?"

"He must stand trial," Magnus said. "If it wasn't for his actions, we never would have been brought to this island like lambs awaiting slaughter."

"We're not executing anyone," Lugor growled. "I don't believe he knew anything about Malcolm's plans. All he wanted was to find his daughter, my mother."

Magnus held up a finger and looked over at Stangar. "You could have mentioned that Peters was Lugor's relative."

The Berserker shrugged. "I only found out this morning from Shiva. Slipped my mind."

"Regardless," Jonas chimed in, the captain holding up a placating hand, "I believe he must be punished in some way, to appease the more vengeful amongst our number."

Lugor let out a breath. "Agreed. As long as it doesn't cause him physical harm. We're not turning feral."

"I do have one question," Magnus said. "The orc soul. Stangar and your friends explained it to us, but are you sure you really pose no danger to us?"

"What are you trying to imply?" Shiva growled. "Lugor saved all our asses, and you're saying that-"

"Shiva, it's fine." Lugor looked the dwarf in the eye. "I have it one hundred percent under control. I promise."

That elf has fire in her belly, Gronak rumbled approvingly. You should take her as a mate.

Okay, I need you to be quiet now. I’m not taking anyone as a mate. Lugor heard the orc soul laughing to itself at his reaction.

"In that case," Darren said, "that makes this a lot easier. We're here to decide two things."

"What's that?"

"A name for the village, which we still haven't got. I don't know about you, but I'm tired of calling this place 'The Village.'"

"What about 'Grey Bastion?’" Stangar suggested.

Lugor facepalmed. "Please don't name the village after the colour of my blood."

Everyone else around the table, however, nodded at the name.

"I like it," Magnus said.

"Same here," Darren replied. "That settles that, then." They all laughed and ignored Lugor's complaints.

"And the second thing," Stangar said. "I'm stepping down as leader; I don't have the aptitude for it. But there's one person here who does."

Lugor frowned as they all looked at him. "You can't be serious."

"Who better?" Sandal asked with a grin. "You're a hero to most of us. You're a Champion, and believe it or not, Lugor, you're pretty damn good at leading people."

Does this make us the war chief? Gronak asked.

Lugor ignored him, trying to think of a valid argument as to why he shouldn't be in charge. However, the more he thought about it, the more he realised how ridiculous he was being. Maric was one of the greatest leaders in the world, and he'd always wanted to be just like him. Which would never happen if he didn't start acting the part.

"Alright then," he said, looking up. "I'll do it, but I'll need your help."

"Of course," they all replied.

"What are the current problems we face?"

"I'm glad you asked…" Magnus started listing off a variety of issues: the damage caused to their defences during the battle, the lack of places to house the chimeras, their dwindling supply of food and potions… 

Before long, Lugor held up a hand, stopping the dwarf mid-sentence.

"I think I get it," he sighed. He looked them all in the eye. "Alright then, let's get to work.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lugor’s Adventure will be continued in Book Three:

Progenitor
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