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The rain had teeth.

It hissed through the jungle canopy in silver sheets, drumming against broad leaves the size of shields and turning the narrow trail into sucking black mud. Somewhere far above, thunder rolled across the mountains like the growl of some sleeping god.

Geoff pushed a branch aside with the butt of his spear and checked the glowing blue text hanging at the edge of his vision.
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Relic of Ashur-Ket

Objective: Recover the Sunstone Relic from the Temple of Coils.

Reward: Unknown

Failure Penalty: The fall of Redhaven.

“Unknown reward,” Geoff muttered. “Always comforting.”

Behind him, Lyra snorted. “You accepted it anyway.”

Geoff glanced back at her. Rain soaked her dark cloak flat against her leather armour, and strands of auburn hair clung to her cheeks. She carried a curved shortbow in one hand while the other rested near the dagger at her hip. Above her head floated her status.
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Lyra Vayne
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Class: Ranger — Lv. 18

Subclass: Shadow Archer

HP: 310/310

Stamina: 221/240

She looked far too calm for someone walking toward what was probably a snake-man death temple.

Geoff checked his own status to refresh his memory.
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Geoff Arden
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Class: Warden — Lv. 21

Subclass: Iron Vanguard

HP: 482/520

Stamina: 190/260

His stamina bar flashed amber.

“Need a rest?” Lyra asked.

“I’m fine.”

“You’ve said that three times.”

“And I was right twice.”

She rolled her eyes.

The jungle opened abruptly.

Both adventurers stopped.

Ahead, rising from the mountainside like the spine of a buried beast, stood the objective of their long journey. The grandly titled Temple of Coils.

Massive black stone steps climbed toward a broken pyramid wrapped in vines thick as tree trunks. Serpent statues lined the staircase. Their mouths gaped open, rainwater pouring from their fangs. And scattered across the steps....

Bones. Human bones. Fresh enough that bits of flesh still clung to them.

Lyra crouched immediately. “Three bodies,” she whispered. “Maybe four.”

Geoff scanned the shadows. No movement. No sound except the falling rain. Then—a soft hiss.

Lyra reacted instantly. “LEFT!”

Geoff spun just as a scaled figure exploded from the undergrowth.

The snake-man was nearly twelve feet tall—a man's torso and arms on a snake's body, the face of a serpent, its lower jaw splitting wide enough to reveal folding fangs. Bronze armour plates hung across green scales, and its yellow eyes glowed with predatory intelligence.

Temple Fangguard — Lv. 24

The creature lunged.

Geoff activated a skill.

Iron Bulwark Activated

Damage Reduction +35%

Threat Generation Increased

Blue light burst across his armour as he slammed forward with his shield.

CRASH.

The Fangguard smashed into him hard enough to drive his boots through mud. Pain flashed across his ribs.

-42 HP

Geoff grunted. “Little help!”

Lyra already had an arrow nocked. “Move.”

Geoff ducked.

THUNK.

Her arrow buried itself in the creature’s eye.

Critical Hit!

-118 HP

The Fangguard screamed.

A second hiss answered from the ruins above. Then another. Then dozens.

Geoff looked up the staircase. Shapes moved between the statues. Snake-men. An entire nest. “Oh,” he said quietly. “That’s bad.”

Lyra was already backing away. “We are not fighting all of those.”

“No argument here.”

The Fangguard ripped the arrow from its ruined eye socket and charged again.

Geoff planted his feet.

Shield Bash

His shield slammed into the creature’s chest with explosive force.

-76 HP

Stunned: 2 Seconds

“Run!” Geoff shouted.

Lyra fired two more arrows in rapid succession before sprinting toward the trees.

Geoff followed her.

Behind them came the sounds of pursuit—scales scraping stone, guttural hisses, the pounding of many bodies descending the temple steps.

Branches whipped across Geoff’s face as they crashed through the jungle.

“Right!” Lyra yelled.

He followed her down a narrow ravine choked with roots and slick stones.

An arrow suddenly shot past Geoff’s head.

Not an arrow.

A dart.

It struck a tree trunk and instantly dissolved bark into bubbling black rot.

“Poison casters!” Lyra shouted.

A snake-man mage appeared atop the ravine ridge.

Venom Shaman — Lv. 26

Green energy gathered between its claws as it moved its arms in arcane gestures.

Geoff swore. “That one dies first.”

The shaman launched a sphere of venom.

Lyra slid behind a boulder.

“Geoff!” He raised his shield. The venom blast hit like a hammer. Acid exploded across steel.

-63 HP

Armour Durability Reduced

Smoke curled from Geoff's shield.

Geoff roared and charged uphill.

The shaman hissed a spell, summoning green spectral snakes from the mud.

Venom Constructs Summoned

Three translucent serpents lunged.

Geoff activated another skill.

Earthrend Stomp

He slammed his boot into the ground. The ravine shook violently.

The spectral snakes burst apart into green mist while the shaman lost its footing for half a second. That was enough.

Lyra’s arrow flashed from below.

Critical Hit!

-204 HP

The arrow punched through the shaman’s throat. The creature toppled backward into the jungle with a strangled hiss.

Silence fell.

Geoff leaned against a tree breathing hard.

His HP bar blinked at 311/520.

Lyra emerged from cover, damp hair plastered to her forehead. “You’re getting slow.”

“You’re getting mouthy.”

“That’s because I’m alive.”

A chime echoed in both their ears.

Party Experience Gained

Temple Fangguard Defeated

Venom Shaman Defeated

Lyra levelled up first.

Golden light swirled around her.

Level Up!

Ranger Lv. 19

She smiled faintly. “Finally.”

Geoff opened the loot notification from the shaman. “Let's see what we've found.” Then he sighed. Most of it was junk. “Rot charms. Venom sacs. Bone fragments. We can't use any of this.”

“Not even worth trying to sell back in town.”

Geoff grunted. “Waste of time.”

“I levelled.”

“Lucky you.” Then one item made him pause.

Temple Key Fragment

1 of 3 Required

Lyra saw his expression. “Please tell me that’s useful.”

Geoff exhaled slowly. “We need three keys to open the relic chamber.”

She stared at him. “How large is this temple?”

Before Geoff could answer the jungle behind them rustled.

Heavy movement. Not one creature. Many. The snake-men had picked up their trail again.

Geoff tightened his grip on the spear.

Rain hammered the jungle around them.

Far above the trees, the black pyramid loomed through the storm like the silhouette of something ancient and hungry.

And somewhere inside it waited the relic that might save their city.

If the snake-men didn’t kill them first.

The jungle path narrowed until it became little more than a crack through the mountainside.

Geoff and Lyra moved fast despite exhaustion, slipping between wet stone pillars draped in moss. The storm overhead had worsened. Rainwater cascaded down cliffs in roaring sheets, flooding the lower paths and turning the forest floor into rivers of black mud.

Behind them came distant hissing calls. The snake-men were coordinating.

“They’re herding us,” Lyra said quietly.

Geoff hated that she was probably right. A new message flashed before his eyes.

Area Discovered
The Hollow Steps
Danger Level: High
Recommended Party Size: 6–8 Players

Geoff barked a humourless laugh. “Good to know.”

“You seeing the party recommendation too?”

“Yep.”

“And?”

“We ignore it and survive anyway.”

“That confidence is either inspiring or deeply stupid.”

“Little of both.”

The ravine opened into a massive underground cavern.

Both of them stopped dead.

Chapter Two
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The forgotten city seemed less like a place built beneath the mountain and more like a kingdom the earth itself had swallowed whole.

Tier upon tier of black stone structures spiralled downward around the central temple district, connected by hanging bridges, shattered stairways, and aqueducts that still carried streams of silver water through the ruins. Entire neighborhoods clung to the cavern walls at impossible angles, as though the city had slowly sunk and twisted over centuries of earthquakes and collapse.

Some towers remained mostly intact—thin needle-like spires carved with overlapping serpent motifs and glowing runes that pulsed faint blue beneath layers of moss and mineral deposits. Others had split open completely, their interiors exposed like broken bones. Ancient rooms hung suspended over the abyss, furniture still visible inside, frozen in the moment disaster struck.

The fog drifting through the streets was not natural mist.

It glowed faintly.

Blue crystal veins embedded throughout the cavern walls cast ghostly light into the city below, turning the haze luminous and making distant structures appear half unreal. Shapes moved within that fog sometimes—too large to identify clearly before slipping behind ruined buildings or descending into lower darkness.

Far above, massive cracks in the cavern ceiling allowed waterfalls to pour endlessly into the abyss below. The water struck ancient channels built into the city itself, flowing through elevated canals lined with cracked statues and collapsed market plazas before vanishing into underground rivers beneath the streets.

Signs of the
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