Volume 1, Chapter 4


“Into Battle”
When the fleet turned toward the shoreline, and the time had come for the landing, tensions ran high. The drawn-out nature of the landing made everything worse. Lancer aligned with other vessels in a long line. A leadsman sounded off the depth of the water as the ship sailed, while crew readied smaller skiffs to take the invasion force to the beach. Those privateers less knowledgeable had asked why the ships didn’t go all the way to the shore, while others sniggered at their naivete. A few seemed ready to wet their leggings at the thought of rowing the smaller boats to shore under a hail of orc arrows.
First Mate Vanford even paused in his duties to curse at some of the mumblers. “Lancer will protect your landing using our rock slings and ballistae. The orcs didn’t know we were landing here until just now. You won’t find an organized fight at the beach.”

Kashmer’s fleet picked a spot where the sandy shoreline spanned between ten and twenty meters wide. Beyond that lay a mix of small woods, rocky outcroppings, and distant hills. Group eighteen waited their turn as the first wave rowed for the beach. Cruso, Urgosk, Mornik, Vallese, and Allisee struggled for a good viewpoint as they watched the skiffs cross the shallows.  Arrows flew from behind the trees and rocks on the shore. Mariners and privateers alike cried out in agony as some arrows found their mark among the boats. The fleet responded swiftly with all ships firing nearly in unison. Despite having a hard time seeing individual targets, slings and bolts arced out and sprayed across the land.
A few spells launched from the skiffs. Cruso and Urgosk elbowed each other for a better vantage when a score of firework-like bursts illuminated a distant ridge.

“Only an illusion,” Allisee noted, and the eyes of the group turned to her. “It may seem real if you’re caught in it, but that was merely a well-crafted illusion.”

A melody rolled across the waves from Lancer. Merissa stood at the front of the ship, oblian resting on one shoulder as she played it like a fiddle, her lute slung over her back. She played a stirring ballad known to many. The subject involved a scene from a popular play, in which a warrior girded himself for battle after an insult to his lady. The hastening tempo of notes gave encouragement to those heading into battle.
The group could do nothing until the boats returned to ferry them across. They watched helplessly but with great interest as the first skiffs touched the shore. The distant sounds of war cries could be heard.
Kashmer’s fleet let loose its final barrage then went still. They could no longer fire without a chance of stones raining on their forces. The soldiers and privateers waiting on the ships watched as more eye-catching spells went off along the shore. Magical bolts and scorching streams of fire flourished up and down the beach. Instead of a line of soldiers, the individual privateer groups charged across the sand as soon as their skiffs allowed. Some of the privateers on the beach twisted or fell as distant arrows struck. Group eighteen couldn’t see much of the fighting. It didn’t sound like there were many orcs on the shore, but they couldn’t really see anything from the ship.

Urgosk seemed to barely contain his energy. He shifted from foot to foot, changing his grip on his battleaxe frequently. Cruso glanced at his companion and noticed something…or at least, the lack of something.
“I thought you said you were going to wear war-paint?”

The half-orc turned his tusky grin toward the taller human. “I am. But war-paint is best taken from my enemies.”

It took the knight a moment to figure it out. “You smear their blood on your face?”

Urgosk nodded, even as Mornik and Vallese unconsciously stepped away from him. “Spoils of conquest make the best war-paint. Especially blood.”

The others turned their attention back to the distant fighting. Vanford’s prediction about the lack of an organized defense by the orcs appeared to be accurate. Kashmer forces swarmed up the beach and into cover with few casualties. There may have been only orc scouts on the shore, though it felt as if eyes were behind every rock. The boats returned, allowing group eighteen their chance to join the landing forces. Allisee and Vallese descended the rope ladder gracefully.
As Cruso put hands on the ladder, Mornik spoke. “After the time and effort I spent helping you buckle on all that metal, you better not slip and fall into that water.”

“I am touched by your concern, good priest, but fear not. I am less burdened than I might appear.” Sir Cruso replied as he swung his legs over the edge.

He wore the full suit of armor. Shield strapped to his back along with the silver sword, steel sword at his side, folded crossbow on his opposite hip; half the group feared they would be watching him drop and drown. The knight climbed down with ease, showing no impairment from his metal shell. Cruso took hold of one of the spare oars.

Mornik proved to have more trouble. The dwarf priest cursed in his native tongue as the rope ladder shook. Similar to the knight, Mornik had numerous items strapped to his body, but he failed to carry his weight as well as Cruso
“Watch yer own descent, Heavyboot!” Urgosk called from above. “Ha-ra, ha-ra!”

Both Allisee and Vallese gripped the sides of the boat with concern. Cruso and one of the rowers helped Mornik down the last couple steps. In comparison, Urgosk practically ran down the climbing ladder with ease. Only at the last rung did he falter and cry out, “Ah, help!” The boat rocked as everyone reacted at once, moving toward or away from him. But his exclamation proved a ruse, and he lithely dropped to a seat and grabbed an oar. He openly chuckled as the rest resumed their seats and the boat settled.

Vallese admonished, “This not play time!”

Urgosk, between chuckles, replied. “We live, we endure hard times and fear, then we die. Somewhere in that existence ya have to make time to laugh, or what good is life?”

Mornik, glaring at Urgosk, commented. “Hard to believe someone can be so wise yet so stupid at the same time.”

The boat had room to cram two groups, so they waited as a second group descended from the ship.
*

Rowing for the beach at a frantic pace, Urgosk turned his head to Sir Cruso and spoke, “This plan has all the makin’s of a nightmare. Ya agree?” When the knight only responded with a noncommittal shrug, the half-orc pressed for more. “Do high-bred Diarans ‘ave nightmares? Anything disrupt yer opulent dreams?”

Sir Cruso’s eyes kept busy scanning the approaching beach. Each stroke brought them closer to war cries and the hissing of spells. Much of the action remained obscured by the treeline and first small hills.

The knight responded to Urgosk’s question. “It may seem tame to you, but I do have dreadful dreams centered around an opulent house. That’s all I will say on the subject. How about yourself? Do orcs have nightmares?”

Urgosk chuckled, “Aye, we ‘ave nightmares. But even in my worst dreams, all my friends are dancin’ and drinkin’.”

Their boat slid into the sandy beach without incident. They could hear yelling and screaming beyond the trees. They managed to disembark before the group accompanying them. Allisee, keenly aware of her spell-casting appearance and likelihood as a target, hurried them. “We’ll find no protection standing on this sand. We need to move forward and find a better position. Hopefully before others claim it!”

 “I see a game trail leading into the rocks, there!” Vallese pointed and started forward.

The rest began running at a jog. From the side came a mounted horsewoman, dressed in a Kashmer Navy officer uniform. She shouted commands to the privateers and mariners. “You may fight as your separate groups, but stay in a unified line! We will move as a wave up the hill! Don’t stray out of sight!”
Sir Cruso shook his head, “They expect an untrained rabble to move separately while staying in a line? This will be chaos!”
As she galloped past, Mornik spoke, “How did she get a horse over here so fast?”

“Magic,” replied the elf.

The dwarf huffed, “I sought more than the obvious answer!”

As they raced to the rocks, Sir Cruso and Urgosk stretched their legs into the lead positions. Both warriors crested the first ridge without incident. They were outlined against the backdrop of the fleet, but no arrows sought them out. The land before them formed a series of ridges, capped by brush. Their eyes swept across everything. Neither saw any orcs, but there were countless hiding places for an archer. They could hear and see groups of privateers and mariners scattered ahead and to both sides. Despite the words of the officer on horseback, there seemed to be little order among their forces. Some groups held back as the ships continued to empty, others pressed forward, eager to meet the enemy. The tunes of Merissa’s instrument still carried across the water, inspiring those who could hear them.
The half-orc gave the knight an unexpected slap on the back. “Ya run good carrying that metal can.”

“Thanks for the compli…”

“But not fast enough to steal the first kill from me.”

The knight stared. “Did you just offer challenge?”

Urgosk smiled, lips revealing more of his lower tusks. “It is like…how do they say? The gauntlet is thrown.”

Sir Cruso’s gaze was hard, but a slow smile formed. “So, you do speak like a Diaran! Very well, sir, challenge accepted.”

Allisee and Vallese came atop the ridge. The elf pointed to the trailing dwarf. “You’d best remember the speed at which your healer can run. We can move at an easy pace until action pushes us to call upon our strength.”

Urgosk turned back with upraised eyebrows. “That was an easy pace!”

“If I can’t see you,” Vallese spoke curtly, “I can’t help you.”

Mornik huffed in breaths as he paused alongside his companions. He waved his hands apart, clearly trying to buy a moment to catch his breath before speaking. Sir Cruso scanned ahead and voiced his opinion first. “We can’t stay exposed up here. We should keep moving.”
“And I’ve a challenge to win!” Said the half-orc as he propelled himself forward.

In an attempt to regain some order, Allisee took charge. As they advanced, she called out directions to the two warriors. She fed their eagerness, calling out potential ambush spots and sending one or the other to investigate. Sir Cruso and Urgosk played along, moving sideways as much as forward, checking blind spots, but overall allowing for Mornik to keep pace easier.

“Would ‘ave my first kill already if not for all yer noise.” Urgosk called.

Sir Cruso kept up banter as well, “They’re running from my armor!”

Allisee grew concerned as she looked about. Kashmer’s forces could be seen spreading over a wide area. Many hills placed the ships out of sight. Fighting could be heard, though it came sporadically. Her senses focused everywhere. The heightened excitement, the fear of the unexpected, the knowledge of an impending fight…all combined to put her fine elven senses on edge. The battle and her own labored breathing muffled her keen hearing, but she still heard the thrum of a vibrating string, followed by a whistle of feathers. She had run close to the source, and her cerulean eyes snapped to the branches shading the paths of Cruso’s and Urgosk’s runs. Both warriors watched as something heavy dropped at their feet. The limp orc hit the ground and crushed its bow underneath. An arrow stood tall from its chest. Sir Cruso and Urgosk paused to consider the motionless form before glancing back over their shoulders.

The elf sorceress cracked a smile. “It appears Vallese has won your challenge.”

Sir Cruso and Urgosk, both surprised, nodded in deference to the archer as she fitted another arrow in place on the run. While the other three continued forward, the elf glanced back for Mornik. The dwarf caught up a moment later, breathing heavily. She entertained the thought of how heavy his boots likely felt at that moment! As he reached the orc’s body, Mornik gave it a redundant shot with his hammer.
“Now that rallies me!” He panted between breaths.

They hadn’t advanced much farther before Sir Cruso held up a hand, signaling them to stop. He ran back toward his groupmates. Urgosk, on the other hand, paused but kept his hungry eyes forward.

“Why stop?” The half-orc called out.

The Diaran knight pointed back and forth across the area. “Look around! Get a feel for the battlefield!”

The others began looking around even as Mornik caught up once again. The dwarf breathed hard, spittle clinging to his beard. The rest were too intent on their surroundings.

Orcs were swarming the area. Fancifully colored orc warriors appeared, garbed in shreds of captured tunics and flags of past enemies. Some faces were smeared in blood - orc war paint. They appeared over the eastern hills, running toward the beach. Other than those that could be seen, many more were heard. The clash of weapons and sizzles of spellpower echoed right and left.

“The orcs have finally arrived in force…” Cruso started to say, but Allisee finished the thought. “We’re spread all over, in small groups.”

The stamping of many boots could be heard, and the party had only a small amount of time to react. Urgosk stepped into a clump of trees. Reaching to the flask at his neck, he took a quick swig of the hard-kicking concoction before gritting his teeth in an eager smile. Mornik whispered a quick prayer to Nandorrin. Flames erupted from the grass behind him and to the sides. Vallese reached two fingers into a belt pouch. Touching a tuft of fur kept in the bag, she intoned, “Panther spirit, grant me your boon.” She felt the grace of a panther sweep through her body as she raised her bow.
Allisee transferred her staff to her left hand. Her right hand traced a pattern in the air as she intoned harsh syllables. Her right hand closed as if holding something, though she’d left her slender sword belted to her waist. Sir Cruso noted Urgosk picking an ambush spot. It was up to the knight to toe the line and hold the attention of whatever came into view. Hopefully the spellcaster and archer could inflict as much damage as possible while he held firm. The steel hand-and-a-half sword was already in his grip. He raised his shield for protection. "Dalios grant me strength of arm, Ganden forge me the shield of honor, and The Codex guide me on the righteous path."
