
  
    
      A Fist Full of Sand by A. J. Galeyn

      © 2018 A. J. Galeyn

      All rights reserved.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      Sam’s Song One: A Fist Full of Sand

      A Book of Cerulea

    

    
      
        A. J. Galelyn

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Extra Life

        

      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

      

      
        
          The Adventure Continues

        

        
          About the Author

        

        
          Notes

        

        
          More LitRPG

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For Kevin, my partner in adventure in this world and all the others, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extra Life

          

        

      

    

    
      A potion of the proceeds from this book go to the charity Extra Life.

      
        
          
            [image: Extra life logo: play games, heal kids.]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In a faraway land,

        in a faraway place,

        there was born a girl without a face.

        Her father sighed,

        and her mother cried,

        and when the tribe moved on, they left her behind.

      

        

      
        But the sand was her cradle,

        and the sun kept her warm,

        the wind took a vow to protect her from harm.

        The dustdevils gave her sandrubies for eyes,

        and her mouth was carved out

        by a soft summer storm.

      

        

      
        Soon she grew from a babe to a girl.

        First she could run, and then she could twirl.

        Around and around,

        like the buzzards on high,

        she danced with the wind, and fought with the sky.

      

        

      
        “Rebellious child!” they told her one day

        “We love you, we love you, but you just cannot stay.

        You must venture forth,

        take your leave of this land,

        find your own people, and learn of their ways.”

      

        

      
        From the desert she took

        the mirage that conceals,

        the peace of the night,

        and all that was real.

        She waved to the jackals, kissed the scorpions farewell,

        and came into town with a story to tell.

      

      

      
        
          [image: Character Sheet. Name: Samiel. Race: Halfling. Character level: 0. Hit Points: 8. Statistics: Strength 6. Dexterity 19. Constitution 10. Intelligence 14. Wisdom 13. Charisma 8. Classes. None. Feats: None. Granted Abilities: None. Skills: Nine open slots.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [Level1: 0]

        [Hit Points2: 6/8]

      

      

      The world pulsed into focus. My head was a throbbing island of pain. Around it lapped a sea of fear, urgent, but out of reach. My arms were bound, sensation ended at the constricting chains around my wrists. I remember nothing. My name… my name is…

      <Samiel.>

      Yes. The name spelled out in my head in letters of light, it was my name; it had always been mine. Not much else was, really.

      <I named you for the Angel of Death. One day, your enemies will know this.>

      I shook my head to clear the voice: but moving was a bad idea. I was unable to fall over only because I was already chained to a short, forked post stuck into the ground. As the hot pain receded, the fear came in its wake, cold and cramping. I became aware of other voices speaking, these ones not in my head.

      “I want to eat her.”

      “I dunno. Shaman Bisquik will pay good money for a kid.”

      “This one’s dead anyway.” suggested one of the thick voices. “How about we can eat half of her, and then sell the rest to the little goblin?”

      In case this inspired further such reasoning, I stopped playing dead. “I am not a kid!” I insisted, struggling against my bonds and failing to stand up.

      <Of course not. You’re a halfling. However, you’re about the size of a human child, and these guys have an Intelligence score of like 5.>

      The small clearing we were in could hardly be called a campsite; it was just an area with no trees in it, with the local underbrush uprooted and pushed to the sides around a pile of rags and lumpy sacks. I noticed a ragged cloth backpack that couldn’t possibly fit anything as big as my captors, and wondered who its hapless owner had been.

      There wasn’t even a fire pit. Some logs smoldered nearby, giving off more smoke than anything else. The creatures looming over me were huge, easily seven feet tall, all gnarled arms and hunched spines and hairy hide. One of them pulled a dagger out of its roughly tanned belt.

      “Yeah?” it said, leering with all the malice of someone very stupid having what they imagined was a bright idea, “How’s about I make her dead?” and stabbed the dagger downwards into my shoulder. I screamed and twitched away as far as my chains allowed; the blow had been imprecise, slicing instead of severing; superficial. The sharp pain seared away my foggy headache and focused my resolve. Keep trying, you big bully. I’m not going down so easily.

      Blood ran the length of my arm and dripped into the dust.

      The second creature—

      <Ork.> insisted the Voice.

      Right. The second ork, the one with blue engravings twining round its lower tusks, laughed at this new game. It pulled out its own weapon, a rusted shortsword, and made a playful jab at me. I twisted away from Blue Tusks, only to meet the dagger-wielder stabbing at my legs; I pulled my legs in, drawing the ork’s arm near me, and kicked out as hard as I could. I caught the ork’s hand, which I noticed had only a semi-opposable thumb, and the dagger went soaring off in a glittering ark into the dead underbrush.

      
        
        [Feat3 acquired: Dodge4]

      

      

      “Ow!” it snarled. “You little ookra!” Plain Tusks unfolded its mile long arm and backhanded me with a blow that was neither playful nor imprecise. My head slammed back against the post and fireworks of pain obliterated the world.

      
        
        [Dodge check: Failed]

        [-1 Hit Point: Bludgeoning damage5]

        [Hit Points: 5/8]

      

      

      I remembered. I remember the desert. I remember its wide open skies and hot sands and unforgiving rocks. The wandering wind and the smell of scorpion shells and sunbaked sagebrush, the tenacity of the life that makes its home there in utter spite of its destitution. The desert does not yield; neither water, nor life, and what lives there does so with a sort of patient madness, waiting out the day, waiting out the dry season, waiting in ambush. I too, knew how to wait.

      Every living thing in the desert either bites, stings, is poisonous, is venomous, has thorns, or all of the above. I was born with none of these advantages, but I leaned to mimic them. The leather skinned cacti taught me to guard myself. From the black carapaced scorpions I learned respect, they taught me the best defense is a good offense, and the best offense isn’t obvious but very, very potent.

      There is a kind of jumping mouse there which famously does not drink. It goes its entire life without ever tasting water and gains its moisture from only the seeds it eats. When threatened it does not scurry, but instead leaps into the air, braving the hazards of the hawks to leave its enemies snapping at its dust. From the jumping mouse I learned courage.

      My earliest memories of the desert were of the sun. As best as I remembered, the sky was my mother, and the sun is her heart: passionate and hot and inexhaustible. I slept on the cradling sands, warmed by her during the day, and at night she would tell me all of the stories of the ten thousand stars. She told me about Celestia, the Star of Truth, and her consort and enemy Oridon, the Demon Star. She showed me each of the Sylvan Sisters, who conspired to betray the moon, and lost their eldest Phosphoro. Phosphoro fell to earth and died. They say her ghost still haunts us, and one day she will rise again. I know the three names of the Day Star, in his incarnations of morning, evening, and eclipse. Then there is Alizerion, the Risen Wizard, who left his tower in ashes when he ascended to the sky, and the twin stars Keri and Kalari. I know to avoid Hydria, the Plague Star. I know where to find Pilos, the Way Star, and how to read his riddles. Pilos was the one who led me out of the desert, when it was time.

      From my brother the wind, I learned to speak. He speaks every language of every land, even if he doesn’t always remember them. The wind is an artist of sorts. He carved the Copper Canyons down south of the Inkling Oases, and painted them in all the shades of sunset, in honor of our mother.

      In the desert, I remember the storms. They came on sudden, barely in advance of the warnings of the wind, and spat out lightning, tornados, and hail. They would make giant thunderheads that swelled in the sky, awesomely huge, transient towers of clouds with the rising ambition of mountains. When the storms came there was nothing to do but take cover (never in a canyon though, or the long awaited water would show up in a hurry of a flash flood), and hold out for its eventual passing. After the storm, the sand held ephemeral mirrors of puddles, as turquoise as the sky, and for a day the desert would bloom in a sudden haste of wildflowers. From the storms I learned of absolution, and fury.

      And then one day I had to leave my home and playground, because it was not a place for people. An exception had been made for me, child that I was, but I was not a child any longer. Mother sky, I miss you. My brother the wind had followed me to the edge of the desert, where there had been people. I piked from caravan to caravan, making my way east, and eventually towards the foothills of the great Stormshade Mountains. On the other side, the city-state of Triport awaited me, filled with strange people from every strange place in the world. Maybe, somewhere amongst all those strangers, there would be a place for me.

      I had never seen a city before.

      The caravans passed under the mountains by way of the dwarven tunnels, but I had no money to pay the passage, and came over Morrison Pass instead. The rocks crowning the mountain pass were steeper than anything I had ever seen in the rolling desert sands. I remembered… standing on a precipice, my arms spread wide, listening for the wind. I turned at a sound behind me, and my feet slipped from the moss-slick rock, and I fell. Past the green and grey cliff face, through the tops of the evergreen, I bounced off one of the branches, and then, nothing.

      
        
        [Background6 selected: Wild Child, Waif of the Sands7]

      

      

      I really, really hate falling. Falling is stupid. Gravity is stupid. Orks are stupid.

      When I came around this time, I was angry. I was also still chained to the thrice damned post. Posts are stupid. The orks were nowhere to be seen or heard, probably out hunting. I sat up straighter, blood dripping from my shoulder into the dust, and pulled with all my might on the chains, to no effect whatsoever.

      <Yeah, sorry about that. I had to totally dump Strength to get your Dexterity up there.>

      Huh?

      <Your stats8. Strength9, Dexterity10, Constitution11, Intelligence12, Wisdom13, and Charisma14.>

      The stats read off like a list, and I wondered what they meant. Besides the fact that the stress of my impending demise had obviously driven me crazy.

      <Your Strength sucks, it’s a 6. But don’t worry,> the Voice continued proudly, <you’ve got a 19 Dex.>

      “Is that good?”

      <A 19 Dex is amazing. A 10 would be average, and without some serious magic, you can’t get better than a 20 under any circumstances whatsoever. You don’t want to be too min/maxed, though, or you’ll gimp yourself later. One point less in Dexterity buys you several points more in Intelligence and Wisdom.>

      Huh.

      <Strength is pretty obvious, it’s just how strong you are. Dexterity is how fast and precise you are, and you’re great. Your Constitution… ummm, well I didn’t have to dump Con entirely. I mean, you’re fine.>

      “How fine is ‘fine’?”

      <You know, a 10. I mean, that’s average! For some people, anyway. Just, ah, don’t get hit. Much. I think your points are better spent in Intelligence, because it gives you skills. You have a 14 Int, which comes out to 9 skills right now. Also, you have a 13 Wisdom. Wisdom is how in tune with the world you are. How in tune you are with yourself. You know, how much you feel.>

      I think I could use a little less Wisdom at the moment. “I am very in tune with the urgent need to be elsewhere, right now. Perhaps we could borrow some Strength from Wisdom and pay it back later?” I asked hopefully.

      <Not without magic. It’s ok, Wisdom will come into play eventually.>

      “And what about this Charisma?”

      <Charisma is the most dump stat ever.> the Voice said bitterly. <Who cares what other people think of you, anyway. We’ll show them.>

      “What are we going to show them?”

      <We’re going to show them that in fact you CAN have it all. Offense, defense, AND utility. We’re going to win the Armor Class game. Because I have a plan.> the Voice said smugly. <Now, use your Escape Artist skill and let’s get out of here.>

      I stopped trying to pull myself free of the chains and instead focused on slipping out of them. I straightened my fingers and tucked in my thumbs, and then twisted around and bit my own wounded shoulder. Ow. It started bleeding again, and I sucked up a mouthful of bitter blood, mixed it with saliva, and spat the slimy mess onto my chafed wrists. Thus lubricated, I pulled again; it hurt, for a moment, almost as much as my head.

      
        
        [Skill15 acquired: Escape Artist16]

      

      

      My left hand came loose, as slow and raw and bloody as a newborn babe, and about as useless. I tried to flex my fingers. With my new and improved range of motion, I rolled onto my knees and looked at my right hand; it was huge and swollen, the flesh puffy against the over-tight chains, which I now saw were secured with a padlock.

      Behind me I heard the snapping sounds of twigs and smelled blood, not my own. The orks were returning. I pulled again on the right hand chain, twisting and writhing, desperate. Come on. Come on. My hand, stubbornly, stayed put, swollen and obstinate.

      
        
        [Escape Artist check: Partial success]

      

      

      <Uh oh. That was supposed to work. Oh damn.>

      The snapping twigs were too close now, and the growling, joyful voices of the orks entered the camp. I quickly spun around and sat down in front of my post, which I now saw was a stripped down oak branch, hammered deep into the ground, no doubt, by hairy hide arms a mile long. The orks sure hadn’t dumped Strength.

      They came into the camp exuberant from the kill; a wild female boarox, her body broken and limp, her shaggy hide dripping blood and offal. The boarox is a distant relative to the goat, though bigger and more densely muscled. It has the goat’s long legs and independent nature, though it takes its name from its swine-like, mobile nose, sharp tusks, and fierce temper. They were not animals easily hunted. I hid my hands behind my back and tucked in my legs, staying curled up, small and quiet, and hoped the orks would forget about me. I know about waiting.

      It seemed to work. The orks ripped apart the boarox, heedless of the slimy mess they made of the body, or of the smell. Clearly they weren’t worried about attracting predators. They ate most of it raw. A few pieces went onto the fire, but, impatient, one or the other of them would pull the meat back out and swallow huge chunks of it whole. I couldn’t make myself look away from the gruesome scene. That mess was going to be me the next time they got hungry. It occurred to me to wish for something sharp, and I could cut away my right hand… surely one handed and free was better than two handed and dead. Right?

      I tried not to throw up.

      It occurred to me that as long as I was wishing for something sharp, I could chop away at the post instead of my hand. I just needed an axe, and a quiet hour, unobserved. Patience. I reminded myself. Do not scurry.

      
        
        [Skill acquired: Stealth17. +4 size bonus as a halfling]

      

      

      Eventually Blue Tusks, evidently sated, picked up a thigh bone and threw it at Plain Tusks, who retaliated with half of a rib cage. Thus began a food fight of sorts, and what pieces of boarox weren’t eaten were instead trod into the bloody mud that now made up the floor of the clearing as the Tusk Brothers chased each other around, hooting and hitting each other.

      “Got you!”

      “Hurhur, nuh uh, got you!”

      “Got you first!”

      “Ow!”

      “Sissy! Take that!” Plain Tusks shoved Blue Tusks, who tripped over the remains of the rib cage. The dagger at his belt flashed in the firelight, along with something else, solid and shiny. Blue Tusks snarled and rose, angry now, and then kicked Plain Tusks in the solar plexus, who stumbled backwards, right into the remains of the fire. I began to entertain a hopeful notion that the orks would kill each other.

      Plain Tusks howled in earnest as the coals burned into the compounded callus and dirt that was his foot.

      “Ow! Ow! It hurts! Get it off me, get it off me!” Plain Tusks one legged hopping nearly smashed me and my damnable post both, but instead managed to miss me and land on the boarox rib cage instead. One foot burned, and one foot encased in bones, Plain Tusks gave one despairing howl and sat down, a look of utter confusion on his face.

      Blue Tusk started laughing.

      After a moment, Plain Tusks seemed to realize Blue Tusks wasn’t angry anymore, and started laughing too. I stayed small, and curled up, and kept all my laughter inside, because I had recognized the shiny object on Blue Tusks belt.

      It was a key.

      <Ha.> said Voice. <And they said you don’t need the skill Perception.>

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I waited and waited and waited. Dusk fell, and then night. In spite of the stink of the camp, my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten all day, and so I waited some more, impatient and hungry. The air up here in the mountains was thin and dry, but nothing is as dry as my native Elkylar Desert, and my thirst was ignorable. Finally, the orks fell asleep.

      Blue Tusks had dragged some of the dry underbrush and scattered it around as a kind of pallet over the mud while Plain Tusks went to fetch more firewood. This was accomplished by simply walking up to the nearest tree, a tall and dying spruce, and pulling off the lower branches as easily as if they were wings on a fly. They snapped with a crack that rang along the rocks. Plain Tusks then piled the ungainly mess of branches directly onto the smoldering heap of the fire, grumbled with Blue Tusks about who got to sleep upwind of the smoke (Plain Tusks lost), and went to bed.

      I waited until their heavy breathing turned into snoring, then carefully unfolded myself from my cramped little huddle by the post. Blue Tusks was less than ten feet from me. I couldn’t stand up, but I stretched out my arm, and then lay flat, and then stretched out my legs towards the key on Blue Tusks belt. No luck. I was still several feet short.

      I regathered myself and stretched out again, this time towards the sprawling fire; at the end of my reach, my toes could just touch the end of one of the spruce branches. I got the toes of my sandal over the branch and tried to roll it towards me, but that small amount of leverage wasn’t enough. The branch merely shifted and sent a whirl of sparks into the night.

      Blue Tusks grunted and rolled over onto his left side, burying the key in the flattened brush and bloody mud.

      Damn. This was not going well.

      I curled back up by my post and cursed my trapped hand, orks generally, and all chains everywhere. I stared at the black forest, the shadowed trees. The wind shifted, away from Plain Tusks. I stared at the fire. It popped and hissed, the half-dried wood oozing sap. I watched the sparks fly upwards, like tiny little fire eggs, brave pioneers, on their way to ignite something unwittingly flammable, if only they could make it far enough without going out. I stared resentfully at Blue Tusks, lying on the key. I stared back at the fire, then at Blue Tusk, then at the fire.

      I had an idea.

      Stretching out again, I got my feet to the spruce branch, but instead of rolling it towards me; I kicked at it as hard as I could (not very), but precisely: it shifted up and onto the fire, dislodging a different branch, its weight collapsing the disintegrating structure of embers. A pile of sparks erupted, along with a spat of embers, and the shifting breeze rained them right down on Blue Tusks’ legs.

      Blue Tusks twitched, grunted, and half woke up, slapping at his shins. Now in the path of the smoke, he shifted away and resettled himself in the only dry and smokeless spot available: right between me and the fire. I stayed very, very still.

      When the snoring finally resumed, I judged it to be nearly midnight, and the gibbous moon was starting to rise over the mountain peaks. By its light I could just see the key. I slowly, ever so carefully, stretched out again. My toes brushed the key, and I nudged it with the tip of my sandal. It shifted, but stayed fixed to Blue Tusks’ belt by some kind of beaded string.

      There was no way I was going to be able to paw the key over to me with my sandals. If I could somehow untie the string, I might have a chance. I curled back up again and, one handed, untied the weathered leather laces of my right sandal. Between my left hand and my teeth, I managed a crude sort of slip knot, and then used the laces from the other sandal to extend my line by another couple of feet. Re-extending my legs once again, I gripped the leather loop between my big and second toe, and then eased my way back to the fastened key. If I messed this up at all, the Tusk brothers would make a midnight snack of me in minutes. I nudged the loop of the slip knot around one of the beaded ends of the string, and held it in place while I gently, gently tugged on my end of the slip knotted sandal string... it was as delicate as trying to collar a gecko. I tried not to think of the fate of the boarox. Nudge, tug. Nudge, tug, nudge, tug... got it. I pulled on my line as delicately as if it were made of spider webs, and perfectly as a flower blooming, the beaded string slipped loose, tumbling its precious key into the trampled brush.

      <Haha! Yes! How’s THAT for some Dexterity?>

      
        
        [Skill acquired: Sleight of Hand18]

      

      

      The Voice sounded as elated as I felt. I dropped my makeshift lasso and reached my toes into the rushes, feeling for the key, and drew it up into my now-slightly-less-numb left hand. My heart beat in my chest as fast as a trapped hummingbird; I could nearly taste the clean freedom of the forest, only steps away. All that stood in my way was one locked chain, a few yards of bloody mud, one sprawling fire, and two sleeping orks. I fumbled the key into the lock and turned it; it snapped open with a rusty, spring loaded screech, waking everything in the camp.

      
        
        [Stealth check: Failed]

      

      

      For half of a second I froze, as if my stillness might mend the broken silence of the night.

      “Hrrunh?” said Blue Tusks, coming alert faster than I would have believed possible from the dredging snores of a moment before.

      <Sam, run.>

      As if I needed telling. I yanked my hand away from the loosened chains, leaving some skin behind, and bolted for the edge of the clearing. Plain Tusks, awake now, rolled over and made a grab for me. In wild desperation, I didn’t alter my momentum but, instead, leapt over him, pinwheeling my arms for altitude.

      
        
        [Dodge check: Success]

      

      

      I landed barefoot on the other side of Plain Tusks, stubbing my toes on some rocks. Plain Tusks rolled to his feet, and now Blue Tusks, roaring, was in the fray as well; the shadows jumped and veered as he lobbed the burning spruce branch at me. Forewarned by the dancing shadows, I ducked, dodged to the right, and grabbed one of the stolen packs hidden amongst the piled up underbrush.

      
        
        [Perception19 check: Success]

      

      

      The dying piles of underbrush ignited, painting the camp in orange and black. To my left, Plain Tusks was regrouping for another tackle; behind me, Blue Tusks lifted another burning torch; in front of me, the opaque forest loomed, a silhouette of oblivion against an already black sky. Nothing that went into the forest at night was coming out the other side of it alive. I felt the heat of the soon to be inflamed camp on the side of my face and had the very clear insight that when the Tusk brothers caught me, they weren’t going to have a debate about whether to sell or eat me; my dead and roasted body would make the decision easy. One crispy halfling, coming up.

      I saw the shadow of Blue Tusks as he came for me around the fire. I looked up and into the doomed night of the forest. Do not scurry. I reminded myself.

      I jumped.

      I threw myself into the air and over the piles of smoking underbrush, pulling my legs up behind me lest they get caught in the briars, and executed a blind somersault into the trees.

      
        
        [Skill acquired: Jump20]

      

      

      I landed amongst more rocks and pinecones. They crunched under my bare feet, and I spared a moment’s gratitude for my sand-calloused soles. Behind me, Plain Tusks bellowed in frustration, and, thus motivated, I leapt lightly to my feet and forward, running with mad desperation away from the smoldering orange torchlight.

      Two steps, three, then half a dozen; my legs hit their full stride, my momentum hit full speed, and my face hit a tree. More fireworks of pain as I rebounded off the sap covered bark and onto my back.

      
        
        [-1 Hit Point: Bludgeoning damage]

        [Hit Points: 4/8]

      

      

      The bright spots swimming in my vision resolved themselves into bright spots of torchlight, glittering on the sticky sap oozing from the evergreen trunk in front of me. The Tusk Brothers were no longer bellowing curses, but now I could hear the bellows of their breath as they sucked in great snoutfulls of air and sought out my tracks. I scrambled upright, spent a precious second to shift the raggedy backpack from my back to my chest, and darted forward again through the pines. I made it fifteen steps before I hit another tree, but this time the pack absorbed the worst of the impact, and I kept my feet. Ha. Stupid trees.

      Terror powered my flight through the woods, every step a reckless tradeoff between the certain death hunting me and the blunt force trauma of the tree trunks. After a few minutes, my eyes adjusted, and I began to perceive the trees one heart attack inducing instant before impact. They stood like dark pillars amongst the slightly silver wisps of moonlight that pierced the upper branches. I learned to aim for the glittering shafts of moonbeams; dodge the looming pillars, accelerate towards the silver glow. I dared to run faster. Loom! Dodge! Glitter, go! Loom! Dodge! Glitter, go! Loom, dodge, glitter—

      …falling again…

      Stupid gravity.

      —splash!

      
        
        [Perception check: Failed. – 4 circumstance penalty due to unfavorable lighting conditions]

      

      

      The icy mountain stream was shockingly cold, colder than anything I had ever experienced. The frigid water bit me, invaded my clothes, and promised to invade my veins. If the stream was cold though, it was luckily not deep, and I kept my balance on the slickery rocks as I jumped to my feet.

      I needed a direction. Forward up the far banks would slow me down, and my best efforts had not managed to lose the glow of doom that followed me. Must go faster. So, upstream or down?

      <Orks have scent. They can track by smell.> Voice informed me.

      So… staying in the water might theoretically loose them. I say theoretically because I’d never had enough water in the desert to try and lose a trail in, except during the monsoons, and anyone dumb enough to try and track you through a flash flood in a narrow canyon is quickly no longer your problem. Upstream might bring me back to Morrison Pass and the happily treeless road running through it. I had a new appreciation of how brilliant it was that roads didn’t have trees in them. Genius things, roads.

      On the other hand, downstream would eventually led me to Triport, and maybe to some people who hated orks almost as much as I did. Behind me, the strong, ground eating strides of the orks brought my enemies closer.

      Upstream would be uphill, and against gravity.

      Gravity is stupid. Downstream it was.

      
        
        [Skill acquired: Hunting21]

      

      

      Running through the water proved almost impossible. It came up to my knees and sometimes my waist, and it had its own ideas about which direction it wanted to go. Several slogging steps succeeded only in sucking the feeling out of my feet (which was only sort of a bad thing) and bruising my shins on the half submerged river rocks.

      Did I mention it was cold?

      Soon, the menacing glow of torches lit the river behind me. Must go faster! I stopped trying to wade through the liquid ice and jumped up on the midstream rocks instead. They were smooth beneath my numb toes. I began jumping from one rock to the next, using the swirling silver of the river to guide me from one black blob to the next.

      
        
        [Jump check: Success]

      

      

      Sometimes the stream polished rocks were bunched closely together, other times they were spread thin and shallow. On these I dared not slow down, instead using my momentum to touch down briefly on one before it rolled underneath me, and hopping quickly to the next, and the next.

      
        
        [Jump Skill: +2 bonus as a halfling]

      

      

      <This would be completely impossible for a human.> Voice said proudly. <Or, all gods forbid, a dwarf. I love halflings!>

      Me too!

      I ran on. Twice I slipped off a rock and stumbled. The pack on my chest was difficult to manage, but its buffering effect on my falls was well worth it, and anyway, I didn’t want it pushing me down from behind if I face-planted in deep water. The moon rose higher over the mountains. As my eyes adjusted to the clear night, I began to find my rhythm again. Look for the black rocks, framed by silver ripples. Jump. Decide in mid-air which direction to push off for my next jump. Land lightly. Repeat. Look, ripple, leap, land. Look, ripple, leap, land. Look, ripple leap, land.

      I ran on through the night. Below me, the stream turned into a creek, then a small river. Around me the trees descended from the high altitude evergreens to the mixed deciduous forest of oak, alder, willow, and crabapple. I began to curse the willow especially, as its presence signified standing water, and fewer stones to hop along. Once I ran along a willow-constructed beaver dam, and a few minutes later, heard the crashing, ripping sounds as the torch-bearing orks found it as well.

      Doesn’t matter. Keep going. Look, ripple, leap, land.

      My numb feet felt like peg legs below my knee. The crusted scabs on my wounds came off every time I missed a jump and landed in the water. Fatigue started creeping in, as insidious as the icy stream. Stupid average Constitution.

      Look, ripple, leap, land.

      This wasn’t working.

      <The orks must be tracking by blood. Even the stream can’t conceal the smell completely, I guess. We need a new plan.>

      I paused on one of the more stable rocks, and caught my breath. I listened.

      
        
        [Hunting check: Success]

      

      

      The orks were two minutes behind me, tops. Now I just needed a place to exit this river…

      
        
        [Perception check: Success]

      

      

      …there. Up the bank of willows, and by the glow of the moonlight, it should be a field beyond, or a meadow. I scrambled out of the water and then up the bank, through the mud, heedless of the trail I left behind.

      Once out of the river, the land did indeed spread out into a small, squishy meadow. Low pairs of reflecting eyes glinted at the edge of the trees, and then vanished deeper into the shadows. I resisted the temptation to flop over onto my back and lay there until the Tusk Brothers came for me. Instead, I took a full minute, dropped the pack at my feet, stood perfectly still and straight, and just breathed. One breath, and my lungs stopped screaming. Two, and the fatigue cleared my head. Three, and my feet came back online. Four, and my hammering heart steadied. Five, and I opened my eyes. Six, for good measure.

      I pulled open the raggedy pack in front of me, keeping an ear out for the relentless orks. Inside the pack was a coil of slightly frayed rope. Neat! I could think of some things to do with that, but not right now. Under the rope was an ill-balanced wooden club.

      <Useless.> Voice informed me.

      I tossed it over my shoulder. There was also a small leather package of what had once been powders, but after a few dunkings in the river, was now paste.

      <A first aid kit, also useless. I don’t know why anyone even bothers with those. See if there’s any healing potions.>

      There were no potions of any kind. There was a somewhat soggy letter on nice paper—<Keep that for later.> opined Voice—a piece of much chipped flint, and a tarnished silver ring set with a tiny aquamarine. I pulled these out, and there, at the bottom of the pack, a steel dagger, twin to the one Plain Tusks had used on my shoulder and obviously overlooked by his hasty looting. The dagger was sized for a human and in my hand was as long as my forearm from my elbow to the tips of my fingers. I closed my grip around the wire-wrapped hilt, and turned to face the stream. The willows bloomed fiery orange for a moment, and then the Tusk Brothers, muddy and mad, ripped them out by the roots and leapt up into the meadow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Blue Tusks raised his over-large snout and sucked in a lungful of damp meadow air, spiced with the scent of my half scabbed, dripping wounds.

      “Got you, little ookra.” He seemed not to be talking to me so much as pronouncing a curse, a low snarl, heedless of if I heard him or not.

      I thought of the lesson of the scorpion, and waited, sting behind my back. The fatigued fear of a few minutes previous receded, replaced with a sort of giddy fatalism. I supposed I was going to die here. Still, if I was going to die, I could at least give my killers a scar or two to remember me by. I hope you choke on my bones, you misbegotten sacks of stink.

      <We’ve got one chance at this.> said Voice. <And don’t get hit. Either of these guys can one-shot you, easily.>

      Seeing I was no longer running, the Tusk Brothers grinned and lumbered towards me in a heavy trot, the squishy meadow grass sucking at their feet. Blue Tusks was in the lead and wound back his arm as he came, closer… closer…

      Sting first! I stepped inwards, plunging my dagger up and over my shoulder, as high as I could, aiming for his torso. My dagger strike wasn’t straight and skidded off his belt; all the power my small arms could muster barely left a scratch in the thick leather. His own shortsword fell in a sweeping arc where I had been an instant before, a blur of rust and sharp edges. One diced halfling, coming up.

      Right on the heels of that strike came Plain Tusks. His own swinging blow was fouled by his brother’s proximity, but then both orks stepped back, giving each other room for their unfolding arms, like jointed trees wrapped in muscle, only stronger. Blue Tusks swung again, low, and I got my feet off the ground just ahead of the blade by throwing myself backwards over it, landing on my hands, then folding down, springing back up as Plain Tusks mimicked his brother.

      <They’re not real imaginative, are they?>

      Blue Tusks tried this maneuver again from the other side, and again I dodged in a handspring. Plain Tusks copied him, but this time I was ready, and when I leapt back into the air I kicked Plain Tusks’ hand. My blow landed at the top edge of his hand and forced the dagger against the weak spot of his not-really-opposable grip. The dagger sprung away, tumbling into the grass. While Plain Tusks was bent over and giving his hand a befuddled stare of incomprehension, I stepped forward, again dodging Blue Tusks’ swing, and stabbed my own dagger into the stupefied ork’s chest.

      Plain Tusks roared and stood up, a trickle of blood oozing out of his breastbone. I kept hold of my dagger, which had not penetrated far.

      <I had to dump Strength, I told you!> Voice snapped, irritable. <You’re not going to be able to beat them down, you have to fight smart. Stab them in the kidneys!>

      I turned my attention back to Blue Tusks, anticipating another blow, and it came. It was at an angle this time, and I twisted away, but not soon enough; the blade missed me, but his fist hit my hip, snapping me around and rolling me in the air. I landed with a squish and then slid another few feet over the slippery grass.

      
        
        [-1 Hit Point: Bludgeoning damage]

        [Hit Points: 3/8]

      

      

      <That was lucky. If it had been anything but a glancing blow, you’d be dead.>

      Two hefty squishes announced the oncoming Plain Tusks. Fast as a scorpion, I darted away, rolled inside his reach and then out of it, coming up behind him. Plain Tusks spun around, lost his footing in the slick grass, and went down.

      Sting first! I leapt in, onto the orks back, and stabbed my dagger down into the flesh above his belt, below the ribs, and twisted. He was softer inside his thick hide, and I used all of my strength to stir my dagger around before pulling it out, doing as much damage as I could. One diced kidney, coming up!

      <Yeah!> cheered Voice. <That’s what I’m talking about! Laugh at my Dex build NOW, will you?>

      A rush of air above my head was Blue Tusks’ shortsword, whistling angrily through the air, but when I stood up, thinking he had missed me, I saw it had been a feint, and his massive fist hit me from the other direction like a tree trunk in the dark. I folded up around his fist to absorb the blow, but it wasn’t enough. Instead I was knocked to the side, and went down again, my entire torso ringing with the impact. I landed, rolled, tried to breathe— couldn’t.

      
        
        [-2 Hit Points: Bludgeoning damage]

        [Hit Points: 1/8]

      

      

      <This is it, Sam.> said Voice. <Don’t die. Cummon, don’t die. Don’t die, don’t die!>

      My lungs gasped, trying to pull in air. Behind the long armed statue of Blue Tusks, Plain Tusks also tried to rise. He managed to gain his feet, blood pouring from his side, and then went down, deflated. He did not get up again. I crawled to my hands and my knees, in the mud, and felt something sharp under my empty right hand. It was Plain Tusks’ dagger, the one he had sliced my shoulder with, the one I had kicked out of his hand.

      Blue Tusks turned and took a step towards me. I stood up. My hair hung in limp locks in front of my face, alternately stiff with silt or dripping with muddy sweat. I grasped a dagger in each battered hand, the marks of the chains still fresh on my wrists. A dozen cuts and bruises dripped blood into the silver-gilded meadow, and I thought for a moment of each drop as an offering, to feed the roots of the willows, the hungry mouths of the tiny swimming things that called this small world home. The rest of me might also feed them soon, and I did not begrudge the small scavengers my corporeal remains.

      Blue Tusks, on the other hand, could go to hell before he ever tasted my flesh, even if I had to escort him there myself to make sure of it.

      The ork sucked in a deep breath and bellowed, loud as thunder, screaming hate and anger and promises of violent death in my direction. I stood rooted in the meadow, and let it all wash over me. I am too tiny to absorb all of your anger. I thought at him. It’s wasted on me. And anyway, I have enough of my own.

      I darted in, my right hand raised, my dagger flashing in the moonlight. Blue Tusks took the bait and swatted at me with his sword. It was the same angled blow he had used before. I sidestepped it easily, jumping one ork-stride to the side. Blue Tusks spun, lost his footing for a moment, and my left hand came up and under his ribs, pushing the sharp dagger right through his diaphragm. He doubled over around the weapon. I let it go and used my first dagger to stab him deep in the armpit. I danced away as he fell, but he didn’t come after me, just pulled the dagger from his midsection, and then, gushing blood from two mortal wounds, collapsed.

      
        
        [Achieved Level 1]

        [Class22 acquired: 1st level Ranger23, (Total: Ranger 1)]

        [Granted abilities24: Precision Fighting25, Wilderness Survival26]

        [Hit Points: 1/8]

      

      

      <Yes!> shouted Voice. <I knew this would work! I knew it! Ha ha, that’s awesome.> It then continued, unreassuringly, <I can’t believe you survived.>

      The voice in my head could stand to sound a little less surprised.

      “Well,” I answered back, with a bravado I did not feel. “That makes one of us.”

      My breath came in gasps, my limbs were shaking with fatigue and spent adrenaline, and an unbidden grin stole across my face. A couple of orks were tougher than anything I had faced before, and the realization crept through me, from the pores of my skin to the marrow of my bones, that this was a victory no one could ever take away from me. I had overcome the forces set against me, and my prize was the experience of having done so. I had succeeded, I had won.

      And I could do it again.

      I flashed my grin at the distant stars above me, breathing in the night, inhaling triumph. “I could get used to this.”

      <Good. Because this is what we’re playing for, after all.> Voice tried to hold it in, but the snigger came out anyway. <You’re an XP27 addict.> it accused me, teasing. <Level junkie.>

      “Junkie yourself.” I shot back.

      Voice laughed out loud. <Yeah, I suppose I am.>

      I limped forward and gathered up my twin daggers, stashing them in the rags that made up my clothing. I also took the coil of rope, stuffing it in the backpack, and tried the silver ring on my finger. To my surprise, it shrunk down to fit exactly.

      <Tailoring spell28. Likely it means the ring is magic.>

      Neat.

      <You can always tell if a wearable item is enchanted by seeing if it has a tailoring spell on it, almost all non-custom items do. Be careful though, some magic stuff is cursed.>

      “Why would anyone make a cursed item?” I asked, looking nervously at my new ring.

      <Beats me. I mean, sometimes I’m sure some evil wizard somewhere just gets off on messing with adventurers, but most of it is just plain strange. Nothing to do but sell it to the recycling vendors for chump change. As dumb as first aid kits.>

      Yes, speaking of first aid kits…

      I limped back to where I had dropped the leather pouch and scooped out a smeared mix of powder paste and mud. I wasn’t at all confident this should be put on my wounds, or eaten, or in fact used for anything at all.

      <We’re not wasting skill points on Heal.> Voice informed me. <You’ve only got three skills left, and it doesn’t take any to drink healing potions, which is what you’ll need anyway. It’s the curse of the low Con builds. You pretty much have to go big, or go home.> Voice seemed to muse on this for a moment. <This,> it continued in a somewhat resigned tone, <is going to be expensive.>

      I carefully tasted the powder with the tip of my tongue. It was bitter, but I recognized the flavor. If you’ve ever had the unfortunate experience of being hungry enough to gnaw on anything in the willow family, you don’t forget in a hurry. I looked around for a suitable willow switch and saw one a few meters away, untrampled by the combat.

      
        
        [Perception check: Success]

      

      

      I used one of the daggers to cut the switch, and then carefully peel the pale, tender bark from the inside. I stuffed a good sized wad into my mouth and started chewing. It tasted awful, but at least it might dull the pain and swelling a bit, and allow me to find someplace to rest.

      
        
        [Hunting check: Success]

      

      

      <Hah, who needs Heal anyway?> Voice sounded very pleased. <I guess a decent Wisdom score pays off sooner than I thought.>

      I did a quick search of the orks’ bodies, but found nothing I wanted enough to put up with the stink.

      <Unlucky loot.> opined Voice. <Dumb orks could at least have the decency to carry around something useful.>

      I didn’t fancy my chances against the reflective eyes on the edge of the clearing, which were winking back into existence at the creeping smell of dead ork. Time to leave this carnage and blood soaked bog behind. Eat well, fishies. I set off again downstream at a rather more sedate walk.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Everything hurt, and I stepped carefully around the river rocks I had leapt amongst earlier. One slip, and I didn’t think I would get back up. I dutifully chewed my fibrous wad of willow bark. When I could no longer smell the meadow behind me, I stopped long enough to rinse off my clothes and bind up the worst of my cuts and scrapes. I didn’t stay long in the cold river. I judged it to be another six hours until the sun came up over the Stormshades and gave my stiffening muscles some relief. Right now, I needed sleep more than anything, and someplace safe to do it.

      A few minutes further searching along the stream revealed what I had been looking for: an old, tall alder tree. I took out the frayed coil of rope and put it on the outside of the pack, easily accessible, jumped up into the low hanging branches, and made my way up the central shaft of the tree.

      
        
        [Skill acquired: Climb29. +2 bonus as a halfling]

      

      

      The branches hardly bent under my weight, and I climbed higher, high enough that anything bigger than me would not be able to follow. I judged the owners of the glittering eyes to be ground dwelling scavengers, but you never knew. Scavengers could be tenacious. Take hyenas, for example. The caravaners called them the Dogs of the Desert and claimed they’d eat a lost traveler without even waiting for you to die.

      <Hyenas are actually in the cat family.> Voice noted. <And one of the most intelligent of the social animals, besides.>

      “Hyenas,” I answered back as I climbed, “are not cats.”

      <No really, they are. Or at least, they’re more closely related to cats than dogs.>

      “Hyenas aren’t like anything,” I replied, “except maybe crazy.”

      I finally reached the upper part of the tree. Wrapping my legs around several of the small branches, I took out my frayed rope and wound it around the branches, the now slender trunk, and back and forth amongst itself until I had made a sort of nest. Finally, I took the last bit of the end of the rope and tied it around my waist. It meant I wasn’t going to be moving around much, but at a good forty feet above ground, that’s exactly what I wanted. It wasn’t the most comfortable resting spot, but soon my fatigue and the swaying crown of my nest swept me away into dreams.

      I dreamed, vaguely, of being chased. Possibly by the entire forest. Sudden looming leathery trunks rose out of the darkness, hairy with lichen and moss, and punted me back and forth, watering their roots with my blood. I want to eat her! they cried. I want to eat her! I tried to run away, I must go faster, I must, but whipping willow branches tripped me up, entangling me, binding me with frayed ropes…

      I woke instead to a chorus of birds and the dream dissolved, leaving only bruises behind. My arms and legs were entwined with my crude rope nest, which had shifted in the night, but I was still safely ensconced in the upper limits of the alder.

      
        
        [Rest bestowed: 5 Hit Points]

        [Hit Points: 6/8]

      

      

      I was hungry.

      The tree I was in yielded no bird nests with any easily scavenged eggs, nor were there any slow moving snakes or lizards for me to catch in the brisk morning. I spent a little while trying to catch one of the leaping trout I saw in the stream, but I wasn’t much used to rivers, or fish, and the darting silver streaks easily eluded me.

      
        
        [Hunting check: Failed]

      

      

      <There will be food in town.> suggested Voice. <And it’s only a morning’s
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