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Start

It was the first Friday of the summer semester as Jason walked down the street listening to music on his headphones, while he headed home from the bus stop after finishing his classes for the day at the local community college. The sun was shining and everything was just another day of putting off his eventual need to figure out what he was going to do with his life. High school had been fun and he had several friends that were still there whom he hung out with from time to time, but most of his friends had all gone off to better things after graduating. Some had started families, while others were off at real colleges and were too busy to find time for friends back home. He actually laughed at who his friends were. When he was a freshman and sophomore, he hung out with juniors and seniors. Then when he was a junior and senior, he hung out with freshmen and sophomores. He had a few friends who were seniors this year, but none that had graduated with him. As he looked at his life, he saw himself as a passerby in everyone’s life. He made friends easily but drifted apart from them just as easily. He figured that in a few years he would just drift into his next group of friends as he moved to wherever he could find a job and afford rent. His parents were great, but they were broke and were looking forward to renting out his room once he figured things out, or he turned 20 and they kicked him out.
Either way, Jason knew that his days of this easy-going life were numbered. When his music cut out mid song he checked his phone only to see it had died. To make matters worse, he knew it should have around 25% of a charge left, meaning it was likely dead and it would be another thing he didn’t have money to replace. With a sigh, Jason pulled his headphones down around his neck and looked around to find that the few cars on the road were slowing down while the drivers looked confused. As Jason was wondering what had happened, the world suddenly went white and after blinking his eyes a few times, Jason found himself alone in a white room that seemed to radiate light from the ceiling. As he inspected the room, all he saw was one chair at a large rectangular table which was piled with hundreds of books in towering stacks, a single piece of paper and four six-sided dice (d6). With nothing better to do, as he debated if he was still alive, he sat and read the slip of paper.
Welcome human of the planet you know as Earth.

We have recently come across your world and after a bit of discussion among us, we have decided that it would be better off if we took over management of it. Now we know that you are likely thinking that this is a dream, or a hallucination before your death, but we assure you it is not. If you still feel that is the case and plan to ignore our instructions, feel free to as in three hours we will return you to reality just as you are, outside our influence and protection. Yes, protection. You are not the only things we are going to change. Right now, every living thing on your planet is being remade as you sit here. Even the very rules that have governed your reality will be no more, though we will make the changes slow as everything will start at Level 1. Still, know that a lizard may become a dragon and while normally nature would need to take its course to allow thousands of years to pass for it to fully mature, for the next hundred or so years we will allow them to grow by killing and feasting. Now do we have your attention? Good. Before you are the rules of your new world and everything you could possibly want to know. We know three hours isn’t enough time for you to possibly read it all, that is how we want it. No, all you should have time to do is roll the dice and create the new you. Yes, the dice will decide your fate. Will you be a hero, or simple fodder for the monsters who will soon come looking for you. Some of you may even choose to join their side if you like. Still, be warned. Most monsters have no allies and rarely recognize a friend. Now enough about just how hopeless your continued existence will soon be. It is time to roll the dice!




 
Jason looked up and saw that a timer had appeared above his head and it was counting down with 2:55:12 left on it as he took the dice in his hand. As he did so, he wanted to laugh and cry at the same time, as he knew what they meant. He would simply roll them and his stats, just like in a tabletop game, would be decided. Jason worried about how cruel these Gods were going to be, as that must truly be what they were, Gods. His main concern was just how was the stat roll going to work. Would it be roll the four dice, drop the lowest and if you rolled four ones, then you were simply out of luck for whichever stats that roll was for? Would he get to choose which stat each roll applied to? These questions and more crossed Jason’s head as he thought of all the different methods he had to use, depending on who had been running the campaign. With a deep breath, Jason rolled for the first time and saw 2, 3, 1, 2 show up as the number 7 appeared before him in the air next to the word strength. He was about to cry when he received a pop-up prompt.
Do you wish to accept 7 strength, or use one of your six re-rolls to try again?
Accept, or Decline



 
Jason let out a breath of relief as he selected to decline and rolled again. This time it was an 8 and he felt like this was a cruel joke as he declined again and rolled once more. This time he smiled as three 6’s came up and an 18 was placed into strength. While not always the best stat to focus on, at the very least it meant that he could play a melee class and be worthwhile. When he rolled a 5 for his first dexterity roll, he wanted to puke blood as he used his third reroll and got a 7. For a second, he thought about keeping it to preserve his remaining three rerolls, but he decided that if he could do well in strength, dexterity and constitution, he could build a great tank to survive as with the changes in the world. So, he bit the bullet and shouted for joy when three more 6’s showed up. At the very least he hadn’t wasted the reroll as he rolled his next set of dice and got a 10 for his constitution. Finally, he had at least not rolled a negative modifier on the first roll but he wanted to ensure his survival, so he decided to reroll and say screw it for the last three stats. Sure, being as smart as a box of rocks might suck, but at least he would be too dumb to care if that happened. His next roll was an 18 and he was ecstatic as he still had one reroll left in the bank and three maxed stats. If his math was right, even with the rerolls, in a world of eight billion, only around 270 thousand should be able to say that. With confidence that he was on his way to survival, Jason rolled the dice once more, only for three 6’s to show up again, causing him to take a double take as he said to himself one in 8,800, or so. When he rolled again and 18 showed up again, he swallowed as he couldn’t believe the odds he was hitting. He doubted more than 300 humans could have five 18’s. All that was left was his charisma and he had two rolls to get it right. Even so, he doubted that he would be one of the ten humans that should statistically get all 18’s. When four 1’s came up, Jason didn’t even have to think as he used his last reroll and let the dice fall one last time, as he watched three 6’s show up one more time giving him a perfect stat block.
As Jason took in the six perfect stats, he took note of the timer which currently read 2:40:13 and knew that he didn’t have time to waste as the next prompt asked him to select his alignment. When he thought about it, he knew better than to pick what he couldn’t live up to. While Jason knew he wasn’t evil, or at least he didn’t think so, he also knew he didn’t agree with the laws of the land, or at least with how they were written. Of the nine choices, that eliminated five of them. Since he didn’t think he could simply ignore a wrong that didn’t affect him, there was only one real choice, as he selected chaotic good. With that out of the way, it prompted him to pick a deity and one of the books on the table started to glow. Jason picked it up and as he read, realized that it was a short description of all of the gods that he assumed they had written themselves. The fact that he was being forced to choose one at this point annoyed Jason, as he normally wouldn’t even worship any deities unless his class required it when he played tabletop games with his friends. Still, it was clear that these new gods refused to allow anyone the power that came with a class unless they declared themselves a worshiper of them. Jason was also sure that anything less than true worship would be met with penalties, possibly even the loss of all of their class skills and bonuses. Looking through his options, he realized that the gods had chosen to use names of deities that already existed in Earth’s mythology. Even if some of the exact descriptions didn’t match to what most would expect and there were far more gods than Jason recognized as it seemed even the obscure minor deities were included. Still, with limited time to select, he focused on the ones with a chaotic good alignment as he looked through them, thankful to be able to see the domains they covered and what areas they concerned themselves with. He took a few minutes to look at the ones he recognized, because he was sure that he would need to care about them if he wished to gain the favor of one of the gods. After spending a good 30 minutes of reading, Jason had decided to go with whatever god was imitating Freya, even with the few areas of concern he had. Despite the fertility and love aspects she was concerned with, she also had freedom, adventure, and bravery. Add to the fact that she would give him access to the charm and travel domains if he went with a cleric build and he figured she would offer him the best chance of surviving the initial insanity, if nothing else.
Once he had selected his deity, he could feel something within him change slightly, and the next thing he knew he was being prompted to choose a race from another book being illuminated. For a long moment Jason thought of the implications of this option. He could change his race and thereby change something foundational to who he was. To make matters even more complicated, he was able to choose from a plethora of races that took their origins from various myths, all of which offered different benefits and drawbacks. He could spend hours simply going over the list of available choices, but in the end, he decided to go with three rules for what he would choose. First, they must be humanoid without any extra limbs. Second, they had to be able to pass as human and finally, they had to have a life expectancy past 200 years. Even ignoring any race that didn’t fit that list, Jason still took an hour to decide on his race.
It had been easy to get it down to five, but from there he had looked at the pluses and minuses of each, before deciding on selecting to be a sylph. It had come down to them not being basic like an elf and having the easiest time passing as human. Still, with a maximum age of over 1,000 years and not being considered old till over 200 years old, they fit his bill the best, even if the bonuses weren’t to the stats he would have preferred, as his dexterity and intelligence rose and his constitution took a hit. Jason watched as his skin became three shades paler, and felt his hair shift from its short and thick dirty blond, to a thin and wispy blond that he could feel a breeze flow through, despite there being no wind in the room. Finally, it had him select his starting languages that would be implanted into his mind. It showed English and Air-kin as already learned, so Jason selected the other three elemental languages, Infernal and Celestial as his other options, as he figured that they would be more useful than something like French, or Japanese.
With half his time already almost spent, Jason was prompted to choose a class from another book. This was a choice that he had been debating since the start of this whole mess. After only a moment of hesitation, he decided to go for full survival and selected to be a cleric, and once more he felt a change come over him. It was only for a moment, but he was given a clear picture of a beautiful woman with platinum blonde hair and perfect proportions smiling at him while she blew him a kiss. Next, it had him select his two domains, for which he selected Charm and Travel without a second thought. For his spells, after seeing that unlike the games he knew he would be unable to switch them out by simply praying, he spent 40 minutes agonizing over the three 0 level and two 1st level before making his decision. For his 0 level spells, he went with spells that could create water, detect magic, and make rotten or poisoned food edible, as he thought of what he would need to survive the most. For his first level spells, he selected air bubble and the basic healing spell. After that, he was given the choice between two level one domain spells and he selected the one that could charm a person, as he figured that it might be able to get him out of a difficult situation.
Next, another book lit up about skills and he was prompted to assign his seven skill points. Thinking about the need to communicate if he ever ran into someone, or something, that didn’t speak English, Jason placed one point into linguistics, followed by a point each in appraise, diplomacy, heal, perception, sense motive, and spellcraft. He selected each of these as they would all get a boost on the first point, except for perception, but if all of his nights with pen and paper in hand had taught him anything, it was that perception was a must. By selecting linguistics, he was prompted to add another language and figuring that elves would be popular, he selected to learn elven. With time running short with less than 30 minutes remaining on the timer, a book of feats started glowing for him to select one out of. He quickly found one that would allow him to exclude certain targets while channeling and selected it. As he was breathing a sigh of relief, he smiled thinking he was done when another book glowed, and Jason opened it to find lists of equipment and he was prompted to roll the dice once again for his starting gold. As the four dice stopped on 4, 3, 5 and 1, Jason saw 130 gold coins appear, each of which was about the size of the tip of Jason’s pinky finger.
Looking through the book, the first thing that Jason bought was a longsword as it was Freya’s favored weapon, allowing him to use it. Next, he picked up a chain coat as it was the best armor that he could afford and not interfere with his dexterity bonus. Those two items brought him down to 40 gold and he had to think what else he would need to survive. With ten minutes left, Jason didn’t even look at anything magical as he knew he couldn’t afford it and instead thought about what he would need. He smiled as there was a starting cleric gear package that covered a sturdy backpack, bedroll, holy implements and other things that he would likely need, including some rations. After spending 16 gold there, Jason had 24 left and with time short, he decided to pick up some chalk, some fishing gear, a blanket, a pair of waterproof bags, and a field survival guide. With a minute left, all Jason now held were nine silver coins the same size as the gold ones he started with and just under 100 pounds of gear, all of which was either in, or strapped to the backpack that was now on Jason’s back. As the timer ran out, everything went white again and the next thing Jason knew, he found his new self standing on the sidewalk where he had been before, with another letter in his hand.
(*****)




Day 1

All former humans and humans of the planet you know as Earth.

Well, there goes that. We are happy to see most of you didn’t completely waste your time, though if you did, don’t worry. After all, you just need to reach level 2 and you will have another three hours to complete the process, though getting there as a normal human might be asking too much. Still, who knows, perhaps a benevolent savior will drag your deadweight self along and help you out. After all, you only need 2,000 experience points. In case you are wondering, that is ten level 1 monsters times however big your party is. Also, not all monsters offer full experience. Sorry, but some are just too weak, though they may be perfect for those of you who failed to complete the task we gave you and survive long enough to find them. Now hopefully most of you will survive the night. Hint, find a cleric and do whatever it takes to get them to shelter you from the risen.

That is all for now,

Oh, and to all of you clerics and champions that have decided to worship us, just know that as your level increases, we will expect more from you. That means you should be sure to get acquainted with our teachings anyway you can. That includes paying attention to the dreams we send you.




 
Jason took his eyes off the note and wondered just how far most people had gotten and what the state of the world was in currently. All he could think about was everyone he knew and what they would be doing right now. Both of his parents would still be at work, meaning all he would accomplish by running home would be to get some supplies. No, he needed to build a party and work with them to survive this new world until they could figure out what else they could do. Just as Jason was about to run to his buddy Will’s house, he remembered how there was an old road atlas his dad had kept for some reason, even though everyone else just used their phones. Jason had to stop as he started to have several more ideas and wondered if this was what having a 20 in intelligence was going to be like. To test this, he thought of a calculus problem that he had been struggling with and found that it made sense to him, though he laughed as he thought about how he wouldn’t need to worry about that anymore. Next, he tried to remember things from his past that he didn’t think he would be able to, only to find he could clearly picture things, down to the smallest detail. After doing this, Jason decided that he needed to get moving since it wouldn’t be long before things got crazy, and he wanted to escape the mob before they started to organize.
It didn’t take long for Jason to sprint the block left to get home. When he turned the corner, he noticed a police car a few homes down. Next to the car was what looked like a melee fighter that was trying to get a radio to work while looking frustrated. Jason went to take out his key as he walked up, only to realize that everything that had been on him when all of this started had vanished. So, he started to go around to the back, only for a voice behind him to stop him in his tracks.
“Hold it right there. You wouldn’t be trying to break into that home now, would you?”
Jason turned around to see the melee fighter that had been standing next to the squad car looking at him, while holding a club in one hand and a sword on his belt. As he got a better look at him, Jason could tell that he held himself like someone who was used to being listened to and he figured that he was a police officer.
“No, like your uniform, everything that was on me when whatever just happened occurred disappeared. I live here and am just going around back where we have a spare key hidden so I can get in and figure out what I’m going to do.”
“I see. You wouldn’t happen to be a cleric now, would you?”
“Would a cleric be wearing a sword on their hip and not have a staff?”
“They would if they were a cleric of any god that dealt with war, or law even, and that necklace with the boar figurine on it seems a bit out of place. Now are you a cleric?”
“No, I am a fighter. I just rolled crap for gold and this was the best I could do for armor and weapon.”
“I think you’re lying. You are a cleric. You just don’t look or feel like a fighter to me. Now, are you going to cooperate, or am I going to have to apprehend you for breaking and entering?”
“You’re making a mistake.”
“Not from where I stand. The note said find a cleric if you want to live and that is just what I am doing.”
“I already told you that-”
“Save it. I may not look it, but I have played enough tabletop RPGs to know that you’re not a fighter, or any pure melee class. Had you said a hybrid class I would believe you, but you went too simple. Now come with me and do as you’re told.”
Jason wanted to kick himself as he could already tell that even with high stats, that it wouldn’t be as simple as rolling some dice and adding a modifier to talk his way out of situations. Even if it was, there was always the uncertainty of the dice to take into consideration and if dice were involved, who was rolling them? Jason thought about using charm person, but felt that it was unlikely to work since he would need to be able to cast it and that would be obvious to anyone who had played an RPG. Now although it sucked, he needed to escape this guy as it was clear that if he went with him, that he would be turned into a heal-bot for whatever group he put together.
“Sorry, but I don’t feel inclined to comply and I doubt you want to actually get into a fight with me.”
“Ha, you’re a cleric and I’m a fighter. Your best ability is useless on me unless you are evil and channel negative energy. Now give up, or I will use force to persuade you.”
Jason just bolted over his fence while the other man pursued him. It was only a slight head start, but Jason easily outran the man using one of his new abilities to ensure he didn’t get tripped up, as he moved through the backyard and into his neighbor’s yard behind his house. After exiting his neighbor’s backyard, Jason didn’t even pause to take note of the looks he was getting; he chose the path that he knew would allow him to lose the man the quickest. When he was a few blocks away, Jason was happy to see that he had seemingly lost his pursuer, but at the same time, he was concerned about how things would play out the next time he ran into someone like that. What pissed Jason off the most was the fact that in the moment he had failed to think, and flubbed such a simple bluff, he started to wonder just how all of the stats that he rolled and skills he had taken worked.
From what he could tell, his intelligence just made him able to recall things he had seen before extremely clearly and understand concepts, like calculus, much easier. The physical stats were self-explanatory because he could tell he was nimbler and stronger than before. He assumed constitution would work just the same when it came to staying healthy, and he felt like he was being cheated on charisma and wisdom as they should have helped him get out of the situation with the officer. Still, he hadn’t been dumb enough to attack and sometimes there was no talking your way out of a situation. Learning from his last encounter, Jason continued to walk trying to not look out of place, which was easy when everywhere he looked, more and more people could be seen trying to cope. Some were walking around like all hope was lost, while others were being far more vocal about their feelings of doom as screams and cries could be heard from many directions. Then you had the ones who were still not aware of just how serious things were and thought this was the greatest thing ever.
Making the decision that it would be best to have friends to work through the situation with, Jason started to head towards Will’s home. All the way there, he noted all of the people who were seemingly at a loss on what to do after their cars stopped working. Jason couldn’t help but think of what it would be like to be going through all of this while in an unfamiliar area, until he arrived at Will’s. As he looked at the front of his friend Will’s house, he found a muscular man with a giant sword and a gnome riding a dog, wielding a lance. As he looked at the pair, Jason spoke.
“Is that you Will?”
“Me Will, who you?”
“Jeez man, what is your intelligence and charisma at? It’s me, Jason. Yes, I know I look a fair bit different, but so do you.”
“Jason, great to see you man, what class did you go with? I went cavalier and Will went barbarian.”
“I went cleric. Is that you, Devan?”
“Yeah, I know you’re jealous that you didn’t think of being a gnomish cavalier like me.”
Jason felt like he was listening to one of the guys at college who was always baked, mixed with a guy who had stayed up all night to study for a test and were so hyped up on caffeine that they couldn’t stay still, when Devan was talking.
“Devan, what is yours and Will’s intelligence stat at?”
“Mine’s a nine. How about you, Will?”
“Six. Me a barbarian. No need be smart. Just swing sword to kill things.”
“You two are going to be the death of me. Why the hell did you both have to have such a low intelligence?”
“Me have 18 strength, no need anything else,” responded Will.
“Yeah, man, we are melee fighters. Hitting hard is all we need,” added Devan.
“Have either of you thought about checking in on anyone else?”
“How? Phone no work now?”
“Yeah, how are we going to get ahold of them?”
“I don’t know, Becca lives just around the corner. Maybe knocking? Honestly, you two might be too far gone at this point.”
“Hey, man, we can’t have all of our stats be great. I’m sure you have at least one crappy stat.”
“Devan, regardless, I feel like you two are approaching this like you would a game instead of real life.”
“Whatever. What is your intelligence at anyways?”
“20 after my race modifier.”
“Wait, you have a 20 in intelligence and you didn’t go wizard? Dude, what is wrong with you? What is your dump stat?”
“Constitution is my lowest, but forget about that for now. Let’s hurry up and see if Becca is home. She’s probably not doing well.”
“Why would she not be well?”
“Becca did not play game like us. Not know how to make character strong, may need help.”
“What Will said. I take it you rolled a good wisdom?”
“Me have 14. Hard remember things like letters, numbers, but still know things.”
“Good, let’s go.”
With that, Jason took off with Will following behind and Devan rode his dog next to him, laughing while he did so. In some ways Jason envied their stupidity as it was likely helping them not panic at the reality that they all now faced, as Rebecca’s house came into view. When Jason approached, he wasted no time in knocking, though no answer came. This didn’t stop Jason from knocking again and harder as he called out.
“Becca, it’s Jason, Devan and Will. If you are in there, please open up. We just want to make sure you are okay!”
Jason was just about to leave when the door opened, to reveal a petite teenager with caramel skin and long dark hair, whose brown eyes looked like they were swollen from crying. The first thing Jason took note of was how Rebecca looked exactly like how he remembered her and he started to worry.
“Becca, are you okay?”
“No! I’m going to die…”
Rebecca started to devolve into a crying mess and Jason pulled her into a reassuring hug and worked to calm her down.
“Becca, you’re not going to die. You’re not alone. Just tell me what you went through.”
It took a while to calm her down, but when she did, she told them about how she had just frozen up in the room when she had read the note and she hadn’t even rolled the dice before the time was up. Now she was going to die as her second note had just said pray for a miracle, or you’re going to die before the next day comes. This told Jason that not all of the notes were the same and he wondered just how different each note had been, as the ex-officer had clearly had the line about finding a cleric in his. Perhaps Rebecca’s was different due to her not even rolling stats. With all of these thoughts in his head, Jason spoke.
“Becca, don’t worry, your miracle is here. You got the three of us to help you get to level two so you get a second shot at making your character. In fact, you have an advantage thanks to getting to talk with us before making it.”
“You’re just saying that. All I am going to do is get you all killed. If not tonight, then another time.”
Rebecca was fighting to not cry as she spoke, but her words were full of sniffles as she looked down at the ground.
“Becca, I am not just going to leave you to die. Now can we come in while we figure out our next move?”
“Fine, but don’t expect much. I don’t even know what is going on with the rest of my family, so if any of them come home and get mad, don’t blame me.”
“Your parents were both at work, right?’
“Yeah, but Hazel was just out at the store and she could be back at any point now.”
Jason remembered Hazel as she had been a junior when he was a freshman. He had originally met Rebecca, due to hanging out in the same group as her. She had always been a bit of a go with the flow type, except when it came to nature as she had been all about ensuring that what nature was left survived in the area. Jason’s thoughts drifted to her, and he started to wonder how she had handled the whole situation. Still, Jason wasn’t sure if he could do much as he was already worrying about how to convince everyone of his plan. As he was thinking, Rebecca started speaking again.
“So, what is it like? I can tell that you all have gone through some changes.”
“It fun. No care about things. Just want find monster and hit.” The carefree smile on Will’s face made Jason frown, as he looked at what one of his friends had turned into as Devan spoke next.
“It is awesome. No more homework and I get to ride around on Fido here.” Devan patted his dog with the excitement of a child on a sugar high.
“Did you really name your dog Fido?” questioned Rebecca.
“Nah, I haven’t come up with a name yet, so that is just a place holder.”
“What about you, Jason?”
“Honestly, I am panicking on the inside right now. I haven’t been able to rationalize all of this in my head yet. Still, I know there is no point in doing anything but surviving for as long as we can and perhaps we will get lucky, or perhaps we are all just destined to die in whatever sick game is being played.”
“Game. How can you call this a game?” retorted Rebecca.
“A death game is still a game and I expect tonight to be extremely bloody. Our goal needs to be to survive the night and escape civilization tomorrow.”
“What you saying. Why need to leave home?” interjected Will.
“Will, what happens when food starts to run out?”
“I find more and eat.”
“And what if that food is someone else’s food.”
“I not care. Me need to eat.”
“Exactly. Tonight I expect to be a full panic, as what I expect to be a scene right out of a zombie movie plays out. The morning will provide a lull, which will be when we should make our move and slip away into Los Padres National Forest, or somewhere else, and perhaps lose ourselves.”
“Dude, you talk about not having food and want to leave where the food is.”
“He has the right idea as you can find all kinds of things to eat in the wilderness,” commented a smug-looking elf with auburn hair, wearing what appeared to be a thorn bush for armor and holding a quarterstaff. “Becca, what have Mom and Dad said about guys in the house when they aren’t home?”
“Good to see you are still the same Hazel on the inside, even if the wrapping has changed,” commented Jason.
“Same to you Jason, though I don’t dislike my new look, or yours. Can’t say the same for the other two and Becca, why do you look the same as before, to include your clothes?”
“I didn’t roll the dice.”
“Becca, oh no, and here I was coming to grab you before the mob really got going and escape.”
“Hazel, you went druid, didn’t you,” commented Jason.
“Yeah, and from the looks of things, all three of you went melee like idiots.”
Jason smiled as unlike Rebecca, Hazel had played a few campaigns with him before most of their group had moved, or gotten too busy. She had tried to play with Will and Devan when Jason had introduced them to the game, but she couldn’t stand their shenanigans and hadn’t played in the last few years.
“Those two are, but I went cleric.”
“Oh, and what god of war did you pick?”
“Freya.”
Hazel paused as she blinked a few times and looked Jason up and down a few times before bursting out laughing.
“Alright, I get it, my choice is funny to you.”
“Oh yes, I didn’t take you for the type to pick a goddess of love, even if she is also a god of war. You literally picked love and war, the two things with no rules.”
“I had my reasons. Let’s just say that when I saw the travel and charm domains, I didn’t hesitate to pick her.”
“Alright, at least you’re more useful than meat shield one and two there.”
“Me not shield. Me more of club,” retorted Will.
“Yeah, my build is totally perfect. Just watch me totally dominate tonight,” added Devan.
“You both need to calm down. Getting excited will just get you killed. Right now we need a plan. Hazel, what bond did you go with?”
“Plants, and before you say it, I know it isn’t the strongest or whatever, but I’m not going to give up the opportunity to understand them.”
“Hazel, I could kiss you. That is perfect. You just solved any worries I had about food. Will, Devan, can you both run to your houses and get any potatoes you have and bring them back here?”
“Okay, me go. Be back soon.”
“I bet I’ll make it back first,” shouted Devan as he rode his dog out the front door.
“Please tell me you don’t expect me to work with those two? They were bad before, but now it’s like they fell on their heads and don’t realize that they are idiots.”
“I get it, but please just try. Once we find a good spot to set up in, we can see about keeping you away from them.”
“Jason, fine, but only because you’re still cute. However, the Los Padres National Forest isn’t going to be a good option for very long. There are just too many people on the coast of California. We need to go more remote if we want a good long-term option.”
“I know. I keep debating on what the best long-term option is, while also worrying about lasting the night. Every way I look at it, I just want to find a good place to figure out our next move.”
“Alright. Now what are we going to do about Becca and the fact that she is still just a regular human in a world of budding superhumans?”
“I am here, you know. I already know that I am dead. So, just run off with Jason and live the free and unfettered life in the woods that you always dreamed of. Perhaps you could name a tree after me, or something.”
Jason wanted to sigh in exasperation. For whatever reason, Hazel and Becca always seemed to end up fighting when they were together. Jason didn’t understand how they were able to live under the same roof and he had taken to never hanging out with both of them. Though this had also led to him hearing all about the latest frustration they had with the other. Had he noticed the blush on Hazel’s face, or the frown on Rebecca’s when he said he could kiss Hazel a moment ago, perhaps a few things may have clicked into place, but he didn’t.
“Becca! Don’t be an idiot. Regardless of anything else, we’re sisters.”
“Yeah, and excuse me for not wanting to get you, or anyone else, killed.”
“Alright, both of you knock it off. We don’t have time for you two to fight right now. Becca, if you don’t want to get anyone killed, accept my help, or you might get me killed trying to force you to let me help you. Hazel, I am happy you are safe and ecstatic at the possibilities that you bring for our chances to survive.”
Rebecca just gave Jason a look that he knew meant that she was staying quiet to avoid accepting that she was in the wrong and Hazel smiled before responding.
“Thanks, Jason. It really makes me happy to hear that.”
Jason chose to ignore Rebecca’s eye roll as he continued to talk.
“Now Becca, I am thinking that you should go bard. The only issue is that charisma is the key ability for that and it will be the last one you roll, which could lead to other issues. So, we need to have a few backup plans.”
“I agree. If she is a bard, she will be able to stay in the back and boost everyone else while also being useful in non-combat roles as well.”
“And what if I roll terribly and end up with crap for abilities?”
“That is what I was about to go over…”
Jason spent the rest of the time waiting for Will and Devan to return going over what he needed her to do. He told her to just take whatever she got in strength on her first roll, unless it was below an eight. Next, he told her to make sure she got at least a 14, if not 16, in dexterity as he wanted her to have rogue be her backup choice. Next, he told her absolutely do not accept below a 10 in the rest and if she could roll above a 14 in charisma, to go bard. He also warned her about risking things with her last extra roll. Jason didn’t have time to talk about races, or anything else, before Will came stomping back in, followed by a disgruntled Devan.
“Man, that was no fair. You could have hurt me with that throw.”
“You fine and me won race.”
“Alright you two, don’t make me rename you both, or do you want to be Numbskull and Scrappy? Now did you get the potatoes?”
“Yeah, me have red, brown and sweet.”
“And I got more russets and yams.”
“Great. Divide them up so that everyone has at least one of each as these are going to be our lifelines.”
“You plan on living off potatoes?” asked Rebecca.
“Hopefully not exclusively, but they are among the best options of things that will grow easily and in a ton of different environments.”
“Becca, Jason actually knows what he is saying. While not ideal, potatoes will keep us mostly healthy and if I can level up a few times, I can accelerate their growth. In fact, I will probably be able to get things to grow where they normally wouldn’t as well. Give me a second.”
With that Hazel rushed to the kitchen and Jason figured she had an idea and left her to it and continued.
“Alright, so as I was saying earlier, we need to find somewhere to last the night, then make our way into the wilderness and do our best to avoid populated areas until things stabilize. Once we figure out how our new reality works, we can plan from there.”
“Hold on man, who made you leader? I think that we should go out and find some monsters to kill.”
“Me agree. Killing monsters good.”
“You’re both not able to think, if you think right now is the time to attack,” interjected Hazel, as she carried several fruits, including apples, oranges, pears and peaches. “Alright, eat up everyone. I need the seeds from these.”
“Well, if we survive and find a decent place to put down roots, we should be fine as far as food goes with you around at least,” commented Rebecca.
Hazel just frowned at her sister while Devan and Will seemed to forget that she just called them dumb, though perhaps they really didn’t catch it. Jason again lamented the loss of his two buddies’ brains and wondered if there was any way to retrieve them, but he highly doubted it.
“Alright, now we need to make a plan and Will and Devan are right, no one has voted on who is going to lead us, so let’s get that out of the way. You cannot nominate yourself. Now do we have any nominations?”
“I’ll nominate Jason,” replied Hazel instantly.
“Dude, that’s not fair. You know you’re going to win just by the fact that Becca and Hazel are going to pick you,” complained Devan.
“Devan, that is how this has to work for now. I am not going to force you and Will to stay, though I would rather have you than not.”
“Yeah, let’s just get it over with.”
As no other nominations came in, Jason was accepted as the leader and they all received their next surprise. Each of them received a text message that floated before their eyes.
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“Dude, what is that!? I’m not the only one seeing words in front of my face, right?” Devan exclaimed, waving his hand in front of his face looking as if he was trying to touch the party notification.
“Me see them too. Hard to read though,” grunted Will
“It’s likely another quirk of the new way of the world. Looks like I was the only option. Regardless, now we need to make a plan.”
“Alright, so the first priority needs to be getting Becca to level 2 so she can make her character,” commented Hazel.
“Right. I am almost positive we are going to have to deal with undead tonight and every night for a good long while.”
“What!” shouted Rebecca, looking like she was a mix between terrified and disgusted.
“It is the only thing that makes sense on why the notes said find a cleric. I have seven channels and two to four will likely be enough to kill a group of level 1 zombies. That said, that also means we need to get at least 50 of them to surround us in a 30-foot radius.”
“Let’s just go to the cemetery,” chipped in Devan.
“Are you crazy?!”
“Becca, he might be onto something. Jason’s channels are an area effect. That means that the more in range, the better,” offered Hazel.
“Me say let’s go. More stuff to hit is better!”
“Hold it. That is a high risk, high reward tactic.”
“Jason, I have entangle. We can stand in the middle and use it to hold them all still for a minute while you use your channels on the whole horde. Forget about level 2, we might hit level 3 or 4 with this plan.”
“Hazel, no. We are assuming too much with that plan. All that greed will get us is killed. If I had to bet, there will be undead everywhere and the real test will be if your shelter can hold up to them. Our goal for the night is 50. We can worry about what comes after that after we reach level 2.”
“See, this is why I should have been leader,” interjected Devan.
“Shut it. I agree with Jason, the less undead the better,” cut in Rebecca. “So, where are you thinking of using as shelter?”
“That’s the trick. It needs to be sturdy and easily defended, but at the same time open and able to attract our targets.”
“Jason, would a small chain-link fence box with razor wire on top work?” asked Hazel.
“Only if the zombies can’t climb and we can get some material to reinforce it.”
“Do you have a better setup that you can think of in the area?”
“No, I was thinking about the park bathrooms, but I don’t know if my channel will pass through a block wall and if it won’t, we would be lucky to kill ten tonight.”
“Gross. Let’s just go with my plan. What are you thinking about for reinforcing it?”
“Eight two-by-sixes and as many two-by-fours as possible.”
“Dad bought lots of lumber. Have at home,” offered Will.
“Awesome. Hazel, where is this box?”
“About ten minutes away.”
“Alright, let’s go check it out. Becca, if anything happens, stay out of the fight.”
With that the five of them made their way over to a park and found a ten-by-ten fenced-in area that had a small tower in it, that looked like it could have been for Wi-Fi in the park. It was also behind a small brick building with a wrought-iron gate area in front of it, that could be a decent escape area if they needed it. The sun was starting to get low and Jason figured they had two hours at most before nightfall and the park was almost empty. From the looks of things, most people were getting ready to ride out the night at home and Jason wondered how well that would turn out. He had also thought about locking themselves in a single room and hoping it held, but he didn’t trust drywall and windows to hold up to attacks from zombies. With a plan made, Jason hurried everyone back to Will’s house and ten minutes later, they were looking at a trailer full of wood.
Without even unloading the trailer, Jason had Rebecca and Hazel get in to tilt the center of balance such that the front of it was off the ground. Quickly he grabbed hammers, a small bucket of nails and a 16-foot telescoping ladder, and added them to the trailer. With that taken care of, he and Will acted as the drive while Devan steered and they were off. Due to the dozens of cars in the way, the ten-minute walk took a little over 20 minutes by Jason’s estimation and the sun was dropping fast when they arrived, forcing them to act fast. Jason opened the ladder to its full length and dropped it such that it was a ramp to the top of the fence. Next, they unloaded the trailer like their lives depended on it and once it was empty, they got to work. The first thing that they had done when they were over, was knock the ten-foot pole over and heave it out of the enclosure. Next, Jason took stock of what they had to work with for his plan. When he was done, he counted 12 four-by-eight-foot sheets of plywood, 12 two-by-eights, 12 two-by-fours, and 4 four-by-fours. Everything was already cut to eight-foot lengths, which was the same height as the fence and would be perfect for part of his plans.
The first thing he did was lay five sheets of plywood inside the enclosure and have Rebecca and Hazel start nailing them down as a floor. Next, he took four of the remaining seven, did the same thing outside the enclosure, only leaving out the fifth one, leaving a two-by-two-foot hole that could be used to drop down through before continuing on. When the sun was just about to drop below the horizon, everything was in place and the four-by-fours were acting as pillars to hold up the plywood roof, that had its hole closed up now. That had been the last step after everyone had dropped in and the ladder was stored inside the enclosure as well. Four of the two-by-eights had been set up such that they were braced against the fence about halfway up and were connected by overlapping eight of the two-by-fours in an almost checkerboard pattern. The last four two-by-fours had been used to keep the two-by-eights off the ground by nailing them to the center of the two-by-eights vertically. The last eight two-by-eights had been placed in the four corners and nailed to the roof as more support, as they hoped it would hold while they waited for the night to come.
“How long ’till we find out if this holds?” asked Rebecca, trepidation evident in her voice.
As if her words set off an alarm, the last ray of sunlight became twilight and like something out of a bad movie, skeletons began materializing everywhere. The night was filled with screams and the occasional sounds of fighting.
“Not long. Will, stay in here and whatever you do, don’t rage on us tonight unless the fence fails.”
“Me be good and stay here.” Will pouted.
“Good. Becca, I don’t know how it will work, but anything that is on you right now that you don’t want to vanish should probably be pulled out and handed to one of us. I don’t know if we have to make it to morning, or if we will level up in real-time, as I suspect that time runs differently there and an hour there could be a second here.”
“Alright. Hazel, here is my stuff. Don’t look in it.”
“Ugh, really? You’re worried about me going through your stuff now. Just toss it on the ground. It’s not like it will go anywhere if none of us have it.”
“Whatever, you don’t…AAAAAAHHHH!”
Rebecca let loose an ear-piercing scream when the first skeleton arrived and shot its pale boney hand in between the links, and jerked to a stop just short of her face, fingers curling trying to grab her. Like flies to honey, the scream seemed to attract all of the skeletons as they began rushing over en masse. They all watched as the skeletons easily climbed over a fence between them and Jason’s party. Luckily, the roof seemed to be holding for now as more and more skeletons arrived every second.
“Jason, w-why aren’t y-you doing your t-thing that will get r-rid of these?” stuttered Rebecca.
“I only have seven of them and if it works the same way it does in every tabletop RPG I have ever played, it might take a few charges to get rid of these.”
“S-So, there has to be like 20 here already.”
“Yes, and if things are the same as I remember, skeletons are worth less than zombies by a fair bit, so it might take more than 50 to level up.”
Rebecca looked to be on the verge of tears as she retreated to the center where Jason was standing, as she hid her face in his chest. The other three were preoccupied using the hammers to knock all of the hands reaching through away. It was disturbing how easy it was to tune out the sounds of bones crunching as they were shattered by the hammers. They had planned for zombies and figured that their hands wouldn’t be able to reach in, but now they were surrounded by the much smaller hands that were franticly reaching for them. Jason just frowned as more and more started to show up as time crawled on, crawling over the skeletons already there until they finally completely encased the enclosure in a mass of writhing bones, and the roof strained under the weight. While this seemed to take forever, it was probably only a few hours into the night. With a sigh, Jason held his boar figurine up and called upon Freya.
“Goddess Freya, my goddess! I call on you to allow me your blessing so that I may remove these foul creatures from the world! Channel! Once more, Channel!”
It took two bursts of energy, but all of the skeletons that had been surrounding them turned to dust and were blown away into nothing. As everyone took in the scene that was left behind, they all looked at Jason and smiled with relief at their survival. When Jason thought about how many skeletons they killed, he saw a pop-up informing him that 127 skeletons had been killed and they had each received 3,429 experience points (XP). Still, they could see more skeletons that had been outside of Jason’s range rush in, making an awful clattering noise, and once more it became a waiting game. They began to spot the coins that had been left behind, glinting in the moonlight. Jason figured that this was probably the deities’ doing to reward anyone who killed a monster that had no value, to harvest through other means. Still, as it was all outside the fence, Jason would rather let it disappear than try and retrieve it before morning. The rest of the night was spent like this as they handled a total of four waves, before Jason was out of channels. Everyone was looking haggard with exhaustion and the stress of dealing with the skeletons and the real possibility of death they represented. In total, they had killed 315 skeletons, earning 8,505 XP each. That was enough XP that they would all be able to reach level 3 after they figured out how to level up. It seemed that each group of skeletons had been smaller and smaller and after Jason had used his last channel it had been quiet, which they were extremely grateful for. Since they still had some time until morning, they decided that Rebecca should sleep and the other four would split the rest of the night into two shifts. Jason and Will took the first shift and Hazel and Devan were going to take the second, and so it was that Jason realized that he had no idea how to tell time. He found himself staring up at the stars thinking of just what was going on around the world while appreciating seeing the sky like never before.
As Jason kept watch, he could hear the breathing of the three who were sleeping as they passed out from the adrenaline crash as he resisted doing the same. One thing that helped were the snores could be heard from Devan who was curled up with his dog spooning him. Then he heard Will moving, followed by the sound of a nail being pulled. Jason quickly turned to find that Will was working to remove the four nails that were keeping the piece of plywood in the center of the roof in place. He couldn’t understand what his friend was thinking so in a whisper he spoke.
“Will, what are you doing?”
“Me see money. Me going to get money so we can spend.”
“Will, that can wait till morning.”
“No bone men left. Not know if other come steal before night end. You not worry. Me be careful.”
With those words, the last nail came out and Jason was surprised that none of the others had woken up from the noise, however quiet Will had surprisingly been. Before Jason could continue, Will had already placed the ladder so he could climb out, pushed the plywood to the side and was halfway out. Next, Will took and pulled the ladder up and set it up the same way they had come in, while Jason heard him picking up the coins that were on the roof. Jason wasn’t sure how long he had been out there, but once he had returned holding a pouch full of coins, Jason found that he could breathe again. All he could think of was that they had really cleared this area out for the night and took the pouch Will handed him, as the brute pulled the ladder in while leaving the top open.
“You leader. You decide what to do with loot.”
With those words, Will sat down as Jason counted out the coins, finding that there were 1,575 copper coins and he wasted no time in dividing them up into five piles, one of which he handed to Will. Jason also decided that it was a good enough time to wake Hazel and Devan at that point, so he and Will could get some rest as well. After he had confirmed that both were awake, they let him know that they had both leveled up after returning to the white room. Following a few quick questions Jason handed them each their cut and laid Rebecca’s next to her, before struggling to find a comfortable position to fall asleep. The last thing he remembered before he drifted off was feeling something warm against his front and then he was back in the white room.
As Jason looked around, there was once more a timer counting down from three hours and a table filled with books, but sitting in the chair was a beautiful woman. This woman could best be described as perfect. She was wearing something that Jason saw as a dress mixed with bits of armor made from various material, as she looked at Jason with her ice blue eyes and twirled her straight platinum blond hair around her fingers. Before Jason could speak, the woman beat him to it as she spoke in a voice so melodic that it seemed to penetrate him to his very soul.
“Jason Xander, my cleric, my tool. I must say that I am quite pleased with you, despite the fact that you have yet to truly begin worshipping me. Now before you speak, know that not all of your kind will be graced with such a privilege as to see their goddess, cleric or otherwise. You, my dear cleric, are shall we say a special case for me, one of very few and by far the one I have the highest hopes for. Now, as per our own rules, you have gained two levels, so you may ask two questions. However, unlike the others who will have to write theirs, or speak into a recording device and wait to receive their answers, your goddess is here for yours. Be sure to think before you ask, as no matter what, I can only answer two questions. Now you may speak.”
Jason blinked a few times as he felt his senses slowly return to him and found that he could think again. He had just two questions and he had basically just been told to make the most of them and with almost three hours to level up twice, he felt like he had plenty of time so he asked his first question.
“How does the system that we all live in now differ from the tabletop RPGs I have played before?”
“Excellent question. I can see those intelligence and wisdom stats weren’t wasted on you. In fact, let’s start with those. Unlike your games, your ability stats are more like your potential that needs to be reached. For instance, just because you have an intelligence of 20 doesn’t mean you will know things you have never learned. It just means that you will have a higher capacity for what you would call academics. As another example, just because you have a wisdom of 18 doesn’t mean you are wise, as you have yet to learn all the lessons you need to. Furthermore, you obviously aren’t taking turns…”
Jason listened to Freya talk for a full hour on different things that she thought were important to point out that could be considered differences. These included spells being permanent for cleric and druids-style classes, while only wizard-style classes could still switch out by using spell books, but they would need to pay for new spells for their books. This was due to the only spell books being the very ones the wizards carried, and only a few spells of each level was free when they reached the point that they could use them. After that level, 0 spells cost a copper, level 1 cost a silver, followed by level 2 spells costing one gold and level 3 costing one platinum, with each level costing more than the one before, until it cost 1,000 platinum for a level 9 spell. It wasn’t all bad as Jason learned he could use all of his spells for the day on any spells he knew of the appropriate level, with the exception of his domain spells. Jason also wasn’t surprised to learn that his attacks and spells still had dice rolls tied to them after how many channels it took to get rid of the last group, though who was rolling the dice was not covered. With this and much more to digest, Jason moved onto his second and last question as he struggled to decide what he wanted to know the most. Finally, after thinking for five minutes, he decided on a question that as a cleric he felt he needed to know.
“Are you and the other gods the same ones from our world’s mythology?”
Freya smiled at his question as she answered him.
“I must say you impress me at every turn. No, we are not. We are the reshapers of worlds that have brought destruction upon themselves, like yours. Before you claim your world was fine, know that hundreds of the weapons you call nuclear bombs were launched just before we stepped in. Normally each world only has a few native gods with any real power, at any given time. It is they who watch over and determine the rules of it, but they are bound by the rules of all gods and can only interfere in ways that can never truly be proven. This means that if something like a bunch of world-ending-weapons were all launched at once, they couldn’t stop that many of them, as it would be obvious that they interfered in a way that they shouldn’t. Before you launch into a spiral about just how stupid that is, know that it is for all of your own good. True knowledge is how you risk damnation. Without it you may suffer for eons, but one day your soul will find its way to a better place. Also, no you do not have true knowledge knowing that, as you have never seen them, or directly been influenced by them, in an undeniable way. However, you do have true knowledge of me which binds you to me, as unlike the rest of your kind, you will never have the opportunity to leave my faith unless you gain true knowledge of a second deity. I like many of my kind used the names of deities from your world’s mythology, it was the simplest way to attract you to us. As for what is expected of our faithful, well let’s just say that will become clear by the time you reach level 10.”
Jason sighed knowing that he was in too deep now to do anything but accept his role in service to the goddess before him, and resolved to take advantage of having her favor as much as possible. Once he had come to terms with this, he knelt at the feet of the goddess who had assumed the name of Freya, placing his head to the floor directly in front of her such that he was prostrated completely before her.
“Thank you for answering my questions in a far fuller manner than you had to, my goddess. Please continue to look kindly upon me as I learn what is expected of me and forgive the mistakes I am sure to make along the way.”
“Worry not, I have high hopes for you if you manage to survive long enough. Oh, and the undead only appear en masse around the highly populated areas of your world. Also, hold onto that Rebecca girl. She has pleased me with her choice to follow me, especially with her reasoning. Lastly, you should do all you can to convert her sister, Hazel. The goddess who has assumed the name of Gaia and I have already agreed to allow her to worship me while still treating Gaia with reverence, as all those who follow you will need to be of my faith.”
With those parting words Freya left and Jason knew without a doubt that his thoughts were not private from her, at least if she didn’t wish them to be for the fact that she answered his other main question. Now he needed to hurry and level up before the last hour and a half he had left disappeared, because his first question had taken a long time to answer. Jason wasted no time, he rolled two sevens on the d8 that was provided to roll for his health on both levels. He then learned a first level spell that would hide a single person from the undead per level he was, for ten minutes per level. Next, he added a zero level spell that would allow the next attack of whoever he targeted to be more likely to be effective. He also was able to pick up three second level spells, one of which would help him find stuff and another that would strengthen its target for a short while, and the last that was the next healing spell. Finally, after adding his skill points in that he now knew were helpful, but like ability points were more of a capability thing than a hard rule, he selected a feat that would increase the number of channels he could use each day. He also added a second d6 of positive energy to each channel, making his effectiveness against the undead increase dramatically.
When Jason was done, he took some time to look through the store as he did a bit of planning for what to get once he had enough gold. Though, things like a pocket watch or anything capable of keeping time or really anything that could be considered a complex mechanical device were all overly expensive to his mind. He wondered if there would ever be a way to access the store other than when he leveled up. He knew that as time went on it would become longer and longer between level ups, though he didn’t know if he would only come to this room when he leveled up, or if it would be an every morning thing as he thought about it. In the end Jason could only watch the last of his time slip away, as he wished that he had more funds as the room vanished.
(*****)




Day 2

Jason awoke to find himself once more inside the makeshift fort they had put together, as the sun peeked over the horizon. As he took in the view, he noticed that a petite pale-skinned woman with light brownish red hair, who was just waking up as she rubbed her blueish brown eyes, was snuggled into his arms. It took Jason a second to realize that it was Rebecca, as she started to look her new form over and smiled; she wore light leather armor with studs, and a violin case had appeared next to her. It was Hazel that spoke first as he took in her sister’s new form.
“Did you have to copy Jason completely?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just listened to the helper who showed up after choosing to worship Freya like him. They said something about Jason being favored and being willing to help guide me if I asked what were the best choices for creating a bard. They even answered a second question after I was done building my character, letting me know that he got to meet Freya in person so to speak.”
“Wait, is that true?” questioned Hazel, sounding slightly skeptical.
“Huh, yeah, I met the deity who is acting as Freya, though it is not the same entity from our mythology. She answered two of my questions as well which we can go over later, as I am sure that you all were able to ask two questions as well through some other means. For now, what is important is that I need to convince you all to convert to her faith. Hazel, she mentioned you by name saying she and Gaia had already discussed it and you will be fine still honoring Gaia while having Freya as your main goddess.”
“Jason, I have more or less been worshiping Gaia since I turned 13. It wasn’t hard for me to pick her as my deity and now you are telling me to switch just like that. I would have thought you would know better.”
“Hazel, I am aware that you are all about nature and the natural world. I am simply passing along a message as apparently all those who follow me will need to be followers of Freya at some point. I am assuming that it will become clear why at some point in the future.”
“Why can’t I worship Gaia and honor Freya?”
“She didn’t tell me that, just that I should do whatever I can to convince you to convert.”
“So, you’re just going to play the obedient cleric and do what your goddess demands?”
“Hazel, that’s not fair. This isn’t some question about picking between going to church, or hanging out with friends we are talking about. While for most classes piety isn’t a major thing they need to be concerned about, I can lose all my abilities if Freya were to decide that I was unworthy of her blessings.”
“And you would have a dozen deities fighting to accept you. Jason, you rolled straight eighteens and chose to be a cleric. Freya has to be jumping for joy to have you worshipping her.”
“Hazel, stop talking and think!” interjected Rebecca.
“Stay out of this,” shot back Hazel.
“No, you are getting all up in arms and saying that Jason could have the deities fighting over him. Well, he would be a fool to even think about that. Do you really think he would ever have any of their trust if he did that? No, any deity that would want him at that point would either be setting him up for something, or be willing to let him decide what the teachings of that faith would be.”
“Becca, thank you, but I can handle it from here. Hazel, I want you to be with us and it wouldn’t be a lie to say losing you would ruin all of the half-made plans that are bouncing around in my head right now. However, so would changing my faith as with what I know now, I feel like I can make things work out and even get Freya to let a few little things slide. The fact that she is going to require all those who follow me to worship her is likely her only hard and fast requirement of me that she worries about me being able to follow through on. I will not try and force you, nor will I beg you, but you need to take a step back and ask yourself what converting would really mean for you. If you still refuse when you reach the next level, or the one after that, we will just have to accept that we will need to part ways when Freya demands it.”
“You would really abandon me if she told you to?”
“Hazel, by that point I expect that I will have done everything I can, short of begging you to convert on my hands and knees, and if that hasn’t worked, would you ask me to die to stay with you?”
“Umm, no… give me some time to think about this.”
“Thank you. Now let’s get out of here and figure out what we are going to do.”
“Wait. What if someone comes and takes our base from us?” interjected Devan.
“Devan, it was never meant to be anything but a way to survive the night. I am going to see if I can’t find a few things and then we are going to get out of town, and with any luck, find somewhere to build a new life.”
“I still don’t get why you want to leave civilization, dude.”
“Alright, how about you think about it like this. Last night was a blessing as we were able to kill a ton of skeletons, but do you think that is what tonight will be like? I don’t. If I had to guess, half of the city died last night and tonight they will be joining the horde of the undead. How about you go look at the top of our roof and tell me if you think staying here is a good idea?”
Devan blinked a few times before he climbed the ladder while grumbling. However, when he reached the top he grew quiet. What he found was scarred plywood that was already halfway gone in some places and even his nine in intelligence was enough to know that if they had a repeat of the last night, they would be in trouble.
“Alright dude, I get it. We need to find something a bit better.”
“Jason leader. He find path for us.”
“Will, out of curiosity, can you still read? If not, how did you level up?” asked Rebecca.
“Becca, that’s rude,” chided Hazel.
“No, it is actually an important question as we need to know just what having a low intelligence will do to a person and how they can still grow,” interjected Jason.
“No, me not able to read. Had to ask speaker to tell me what to pick when leveled up. Speaker also said me too dumb to live long.”
Jason pondered the implications of that before he spoke.
“Alright, let’s get moving. We have a lot of ground to cover, and I don’t think it is going to be pretty.”
“Hold on, I need someone to carry my gear,” stated Rebecca sheepishly, blushing in embarrassment at having to ask for help. “My strength score is only an eight and all I can manage is my armor, rapier and violin.”
“Will, can you manage her pack? Though if a fight starts and you need to, just drop it and focus on winning.”
“Me can carry. Now let’s go.”
With that they all made their way out of their shelter and began walking while talking about their abilities, as they quickly found that the houses that were nearby all had broken windows and scratched-up doors. It only took them a few minutes to come across a body of someone who hadn’t been very lucky. From the looks of things, they had been gutted before being ignored. Jason knew that they would likely rise as a zombie tonight if they weren’t cremated and even then, they would likely add to the skeleton population. Before Jason could say anything, Will was already going through the pouches and pockets as he looted the dead man and came out with 20 gold coins, which he handed to Jason. Thankful that the coins were not covered in blood, Jason took them and added them to the coins from the night.
“Leader hold money until time to split.”
Jason just sighed as Rebecca had hidden her face in his chest at the sight of the body, while Devan had ridden ahead to another one that was only 25 feet away and started to loot it.”
“Alright, thanks… Becca, you need to get over this as we will likely be seeing a lot of it before the day is over.”
“I know, just give me a moment.”
“Stop milking it and let’s get moving,” cut in Hazel while looking at her sister in annoyance.
“Becca, Hazel, you both need to get over whatever it is that makes you two always pick at each other. It is quite possibly the end of the world and you’re sisters. Surely you don’t want to push each other away,” Jason snapped at them, starting to get annoyed with their bickering.
“Jason you’re such an idiot,” scoffed Hazel as she turned around and started to keep watch for Devan and Will.
As Jason looked at Rebecca, he saw that she was giving him a look that said she agreed with her sister.
“What?”
“You really are dense you know. I thought you had 18s in everything.”
“I do, but that just means I have the ability to learn, not know.”
“Alright, then think about every interaction you have ever had with Hazel and I over the last two years.”
As Rebecca finished talking, she took a deep breath and joined Hazel in taking up a position while acting as a lookout, while Will dragged bodies to Devan who was going through all of their gear to see what was useful. By the point that there were over 25 bodies, causing the barely noticeable smell to compound to be fairly nauseating, and more than one person had come out to see what they were up to. Many of these people looked scared and had minor injuries while others looked on in disgust at the two handling the gruesome-looking corpses, as Jason split his focus between the growing crowd and what Rebecca had said. As he thought through the last two years and his time with both sisters, he started to notice that they always seemed to sit next to him and smile when he looked at them. He also noticed that it wasn’t just with each other. They seemed to be snippy with any girl who would try to get his attention. His old self would have missed the subtle ways that they had been keeping other girls away, including each other, and he wanted to kick himself for being so dense for so long. As he came to this realization, a whole other slew of issues came to his mind and he decided to just set it all aside for now and return his focus to the crowd, as some he recognized had stepped forward.
“What you are doing is stealing. You have no right to anything that you have taken. Now back away and put your hands up as I place you under arrest.”
The jerk from his house who still thought he was a cop was back and Jason frowned as Hazel responded to him.
“Piss off. The law and order that we have known is over. It’s adapt or die, and I plan to adapt. Now either shut up, or move on.”
“Just because you say that doesn’t change the fact that you are stealing. Now are you going to cooperate, or do I have to use force.”
At his words, five men who looked like typical henchmen stepped forward and Jason could see a few shifts in the crowd. The jerk had come ready and in all likelihood was targeting Jason from the quick glances that he was sending his way and the smile on his face. Sighing, Jason spoke as Will and Devan looked posed for a fight.
“Will, Devan, grab the coins and rations you found and get by Becca and Hazel. Now as for you, mister I am a police officer so you need to do as I say, go jump in a lake and stop trying to become the new king of the neighborhood. You don’t care that the dead are being looted. In fact, anyone with half a brain would do the same. No, you are just upset that someone other than you is doing it. You plan on trying to establish yourself as the enforcer of the law in this chaos that has descended on us. Well, news flash, you’re not. If anyone is, it would be the gods that have brought this upon us and those capable of healing those who have been injured. Judging from the state of the crowd, I would say that either there aren’t any clerics present, or they have already used up all of their healing abilities for the day. Which brings me to my last point. All you are really after is me, just like you were yesterday when you accosted me at my house to try and force me to follow you!”
Jason smiled as he watched the crowd start to look at the jerk with suspicion and Jason felt like the three skill points he had put into diplomacy hadn’t been wasted as he stood next to his friends.
“You’re just a bunch of kids who don’t know what is going on. Why should anyone listen to you? Now, this is your last chance. Come quietly, or we will have to restrain you by force.”
Jason spoke in a whisper as he got ready to act, “Hazel, mist first then entangle. Becca, scream at him, then drop some grease behind us after we break free of the crowd and head towards my house. Will, Devan, guard the ladies and stay with us.”
“What are you whispering over there? I guess you are going to make me-”
“Now.”
The next thing that happened was Rebecca opened her mouth like she was screaming, but it seemed that the only one who noticed was the jerk who stopped talking. This in turn caused the goons who were following him to hesitate as mist surrounded them, and they started to move and burst out of the mist next to the local Moose Lodge which had some open ground. By this point, the five idiots had started to follow and hit the grease that Rebecca had laid behind them, causing them to fall on, or next to, the lawn of the Moose Lodge. Before they could recover, vines sprouted from the ground and were wrapping them up, entangling them. As they ran, Jason redirected them away from his house towards the bridge over Henderson Road that would get them to the other side of the 126 and just continue into the hills from there. To do this, Jason had them take a roundabout path that had them do a bit of doubling back and as they ran, he took note that Rebecca was the first to have issues keeping up and so he cast the spell that he had picked up to increase strength on her, which bought them three minutes.
Just as the spell ended, they made it to Henderson Road, where they were instantly met with the sight of more broken-down cars and bodies. It looked like some people had tried to just stay in their cars. There were also a few cars that had crashed when their systems stopped working and one of them would allow them to easily jump over the fence and make it onto the freeway instead of heading for the bridge. So, without a second thought, Jason had them do just that and they quickly found themselves crossing the median and passing by a sign that read “Korean War Veterans Memorial Highway,” before hopping another fence. In front of them was a lemon orchard and without a second thought, Jason led everyone into the trees as Rebecca struggled to catch her breath and he found a spot to rest.
“Alright, we should have a few minutes to catch our breath, don’t waste it,” advised Jason.
“Dude, why did you have us run there. We could have taken him and I don’t like having Will tossing me and Fido over fences,” complained Devan.
“You’re right, he wouldn’t have been an issue and neither would have his friends. It was the crowd that would have seen us kill them that would have caused us a problem.”
“What, come on man. They would have left us alone, unless they wanted to die,” he whined, clearly upset about not getting to fight.
“You’re an idiot. They would have rushed us the moment we killed someone. We would have become the same as the monsters,” retorted Hazel.
“People still not used to new life,” chipped in Will.
“I am so regretting only having an eight in strength,” wheezed Rebecca, bent over with her hands on her knees as she tried to regain her breath.
“We are going to have to fix that when we can,” agreed Jason. “Alright, hand me the coins. Let’s see how much we managed to recover from the dead before we move on.”
With that Will handed the coins to Jason and he smiled as he looked at a total of 412 gold, it would be a major help if they could keep scavenging like this and Jason made a decision.
“Okay, from this point on we are bandits. If that is what others want to see us as, so be it, but we are going to focus on getting more gold and just ignore everything else. So, when we come across any bodies, just check them for gold and move on. We are going to be headed for the back of Arroyo Verde Park as our base.”
“What if they have awesome armor, or weapons, man?”
“Devan, we can’t carry it and don’t need it. We are already almost at level 4 and need coins badly as while we leveled up easily, we are way behind on gold. I would hope that we can find at least 1,000 gold each today.”
“Dude, that’s way too hopeful. I would be stoked for a few hundred.”
“Why 1,000?” interrupted Hazel.
“There is a shoulder slot magical item that will let us carry triple what we can now without feeling encumbered.”
“That’s it?” scoffed Devan. “I want something that will help me kill monsters, man.”
“Have I mentioned that you’re an idiot? If we had that, it would triple how much we could take with us and I haven’t seen a buy back feature on the store that we have access to.”
“Wait, what happens if we hit level 4 before we get the 5,000 gold?” asked Rebecca.
“Then we need to hope we do by level 5, or we will just have to get as many as we can and hope it is enough,” responded Jason.
“We move now, before idiots find us.”
“Alright Will, let’s go.”
With that the five of them started to move and Jason wondered just how leveling up had affected how large of a party he could have and text appeared in front of his face.
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Seeing this, Jason smiled and thought about all of the different things that would normally be tracked on a character sheet and smiled as text appeared for most of them. This meant that he had a way to track their progress without memorizing every update they got. While Jason was looking over this feature, they quickly came to the first neighborhood, while they made their way towards where another one of his and Hazel’s friends from high school lived now. As they did, they came across more bodies and Devan handled giving each of them a once over as they looked for coins. They also checked any house that looked like it had been overrun the previous night. Jason knew that tonight was going to be a whole new struggle as each of these bodies rose and added to the undead nightmare. Just judging from what he was seeing, Jason felt like one in four people had died and they could see others looking at them, but not crowding around them like the others had. It was during this walk that Jason took note of the fact that there weren’t any kids and wondered what that meant, as Kate and Bradley had one little one and another on the way. When they eventually came to the house, they found that it was still intact and out front was a dwarven man drinking a bottle of whisky as he looked up into the sky. As Jason looked at the scale mail covered dwarf with a full beard, he frowned as he spoke.
“Is that you Brad?”
“Go away. Can’t you see that I don’t want to be bothered?”
“Brad, it’s Jason, and Hazel is here as well.”
At those words, Bradley blinked before squinting and responding.
“I see you both didn’t stay human either. Kate and I had always joked how we would be dwarves and dig ourselves a mine in the side of a mountain as our home. Hic, now she and Adam are gone and I have no reason to care.” The misery Brad felt was easily heard by the others in his voice.
“Wait, the undead got them?”
“Nah, when I got here after fighting to make it through the night, before hiding and just hoping everything would be okay, I got home and received a notification. She and Adam are fine, but I will likely never see them again.”
“Hold on, say that again. What happened?”
“I got a notification that said they had been taken, along with all kids under 12 and pregnant women, to a realm where they would stay until the last child reached the age of 15 and was returned to this world.”
“Brad, get yourself together right now! You have a wife and kids who need you to pull it together and get things ready for when they return to this world!”
“Ha, you think that I have a chance to live? Jason, I hid in a trash can last night. A fucking trash can! I didn’t know where my wife and kid were and I just hid.”
“Brad, you survived, and that’s all that matters right now. The dead don’t have a chance to grow and you’re not one of them. Now pull yourself together and stop feeling sorry for yourself when the whole world is just as screwed. Right now, over a billion parents are probably missing their kids and who knows how many moms-to-be are with them. Another billion or so are dead and have no chance to do anything now but join the army of the undead.”
“Jason, why do you even care?”
“Why wouldn’t I?”
“Ye’re a right git, you know?”
“And you’re drunk so you’ll get over it.”
“Fine, what’s your plan?”
“First, join my party.”
“And how do I do that?”
“Just acknowledge Jason as the leader I think,” cut in Hazel. “Sorry to hear about Kate and Adam. I was hoping to talk with her as well.”
“That you, Hazel. Elf, huh. Does that mean you and I need to hate each other now?”
After Bradley finished saying that, Jason was notified of him joining the party as he stood up.
“Nah, I think that is the next generation, or the one after that,” joked Hazel.
“Good. Now what is your order, leader?”
“Are you sure you’re sober enough to be of any use?” asked Rebecca.
“I am a dwarf. What is being sober got to do with anything? Also, who are you?”
“This is Becca, that’s Will and the idiot on the dog is Devan. They are my friends from after you guys graduated and Hazel’s little sister.”
“Ah, I see. Well, I suppose this might be an interesting show at least.”
As Bradley said those words, he smirked as he looked between Jason, Hazel and Rebecca.
“I take it back. This might be the generation where the hatred between elves and dwarfs is born,” grumbled Hazel.
“Let’s just get going. I will update you as we move, but we are basically looting every coin that we can find, which can be used in the store that we have access to when we level up.”
“Ah, I have over 100 gold on me if you want it.”
“Hold on to it for now…”
Jason continued to get Bradley up to speed on their plan as they made their way through the neighborhood and into the next. It was clear as they went that they weren’t the only ones out looting and Jason just hoped that no one had the same idea as he did for a place to hold out for tonight. When the party arrived at the shopping center nearest Bradley’s house, they found a crowd out in front of it and quietly blended in to see what was going on. As they listened in to the crowd’s conversation, particularly the guy holding a staff out in front of them wearing light equipment, they started to put together a picture.
“Come on. Surely some of you are willing to follow me to clear out the zombies that are hiding inside of these stores!”
As none of the crowd spoke, he continued.
“I am a cleric and I can channel positive energy five times and it should be enough to deal with them if I have a group of you to guard me!”
Jason frowned as he stepped forward and spoke.
“Have you reached level 3 yet?”
“What? Of course not. Who are you? Do you wish to follow me in to deal with the monsters denying us food?”
“Following you would be suicide. You will only be able to deal between 5 and 30 damage to them as you are, and you can only lead two others in your party. Honestly, unless you get every last zombie in there to group up, you will die and what the hell are zombies doing in a grocery store of all places?”
“What would you know about a cleric’s abilities?”
“Considering that I am a level 3 cleric, more than you I’d wager.”
At Jason’s word, the man seemed to clam up and the rest of his party came forward and he took note that there was a couple hundred people present and got an idea. He was a cleric of Freya and it was time to do some proselytizing to add a few more points in his favor.
“That’s right, I am a level 3 cleric of the goddess Freya who I have had the pleasure of meeting this morning and can channel nine times, with each of mine being on average worth two of his. I am going in there with my party and can take nine of you with me to help you reach level 2, if there are enough zombies. If you want to come, it will cost you ten gold.”
“You are just robbing them! It would take 150 zombies for them to reach level 2 that way!”
“You’re right, but they will also have first crack at any of the food in there.”
“Ha, all you will accomplish like this is making others see Freya as a greedy goddess.”
“Don’t really care as I would expect most gods to be greedy and I doubt they will care if their clerics focus on survival right now.”
“Ten gold per party member, right?” interjected a woman wearing leather armor, whose brown hair looked like she had cut it off with a sword. She was with a teenage boy and girl who were standing behind her dressed in normal clothes looking scared.
“You are aware that I am not promising that you will survive, right?”
“Yes, but you’re the best chance we have of reaching level 2 before it is too late.”
“Did you guys kill anything last night?”
“Ten skeletons, but that wasn’t even enough to get us a quarter of the way there.”
“Who do you worship?”
“Freya, it’s why I came forward.”
“Are your friends going to join you in worshiping her? In fact, do they both promise to become one of her clerics if they roll a 16, or above in wisdom and at least a 14 in charisma?”
“Umm, we haven’t really talked about that.”
“I’ll agree to that,” said the boy.
“So will I, if you get us to level 2,” added the girl.
“Alright, you all can come for free. After all, you will be following my goddess from this day forward.”
“Thanks. My name-”
“No names, at least not yet. Your job is to stick close and help Brad here keep them alive. Until I feel like you all will survive, I don’t want to get too familiar. Now, any more takers?”
It didn’t take long for six more people to join, with three of them being a normal person. The other three were two spell casters and a fighter, who had each dealt with a few skeletons the night before. Each of them agreed to follow Freya if he got them to level 2 and Jason smiled as they walked towards the store. As soon as they were just outside it, Jason had everyone grab a bunch of shopping carts to partially block the front doors, while he had Hazel and Rebecca start gathering rocks from the parking lot. Once the shattered sliding glass doors were obstructed, he had everyone except himself, Hazel and Rebecca, brace the carts.
“Alright, I need you both to cast light on those rocks and toss them in.”
“Wait, what? You know that we can only have that spell active on one item at a time, right?” asked Hazel.
“Just trust me, okay?”
“Yeah, Jason has a plan, or do you not trust him.”
“Becca, I have had enough of you two needling each other and yes, I have realized why, but if you two can’t not fight now, then the answer is not a chance because I am not going to drive you two completely apart.” Jason sharply reprimanded the sisters.
Jason watched as both Rebecca and Hazel gave him a look that was a bit shocked and embarrassed as they both stopped talking. Next, they started to make the rocks glow before tossing them in the store and Jason went to stand just behind the other 12 members of the temporary party, most of whom looked nervous. It didn’t take long before Jason’s plan showed results as hundreds of zombies came charging, looking like they came straight from the poultry section. They were turkeys and chickens all missing their heads and feathers, which just made Jason wonder just how they were able to tell direction, or notice the glowing rocks. The way that their feet had seemingly grown back and they were moving their wings like they were blades, concerned Jason. However, it was all ruined by the phantom clucking and gobbling that could be heard emanating from them, which made it hard not to laugh. As comical as Jason found the situation, he didn’t hesitate to use his first channel when the first group reached the carts and the mass of undead poultry started to pile up.
“Goddess Freya, goddess of war and love, hear your servant’s call and grant me your blessing to rid the world of these abominations, CHANNEL!”
Jason had said all of those words not out of any necessity, as he could have simply held his holy symbol and been just as effective. No, he was putting on a show for all those watching, both in the crowd behind him and the deities he was sure were watching. He wasn’t sure just how much the deities other than Freya were aware of him, or if they could read his mind like she could, but he didn’t care as his intent was to flatter her as much as possible. There were of course practical limits as he couldn’t say too much before each channel since he needed to be able to time things out to ensure that none of his allies died due to his negligence. Still, as unnatural as it felt, Jason believed that it was the right move if he wanted to gather followers for Freya.
As the positive energy of his channel washed over the mass of poultry, Jason watched as each and every bird returned to looking like one would expect to find in a grocery store. Despite casting as soon as he did the now lifeless fowl were piled to the top of the shopping carts with a few teetering on the edge of falling over them. The only issue was the smell of spoiled meat had multiplied and he could see the front line struggling to not vomit at the smell, and so he started casting his spell that purified all food and water. As a level 0 spell it cost him nothing and while it took multiple castings, he had cleansed all of the poultry which made the smell dissipate. Suddenly free from the terrible smell, the woman who had first asked to join the party spoke.
“How did you get rid of the smell?”
“I have a spell that will purify all food, including meat. Theoretically you could eat it raw right now and be perfectly fine.”
“Umm, thanks, but I think I will pass. I don’t know if I want to eat something that was undead at one point.”
“Fair, but I wonder if that was all of the zombies? Hazel, Becca, more stones.”
At Jason’s words, the pair didn’t waste time tossing more stones in and when nothing came after a few minutes, Jason had them stop. He then had Rebecca light up Devan’s lance as the rest of the party opened up a gap in the carts and Will pushed the piles of poultry to create a lane.
“Alright Devan, you wanted to show us all how great you are, now’s your chance.”
“Wait, what? Dude, you’re not sending me in there on my own, are you?”
“All I want you to do is run straight in and right back out, but make sure not to make any hard turns, you won’t have enough traction on those tiles. Also, feel free to make all the noise you want on the way back.”
“All while you’re safe and sound out here. That’s cold, dude.”
“No, Will and I will come in slightly and will run out once you are clear of the blind spots the aisle creates on this end. Just remember, the single point that you could eat it on is the turn to escape.”
“Alright dude, but if I die, you’ve got to make sure that someone makes a statue of me in all my glory.”
“You want statue, you have to live,” interjected Will.
“Nah, only a prick, or a god has a statue of themselves dude, at least while they are still alive.”
Jason just smiled as while they both only had rocks when it came to thinking now, he could see that at least they still remembered who they were. Before he could say anything though, Devan turned and charged in and he needed to move with Will as well. Jason grew worried as the idiot hadn’t waited for him to say that he was ready and a sinking feeling settled into his stomach as he watched his friend charge in while riding on the back of his dog. It didn’t take long for Devan to reach the back and fail the turnaround, he flew from his mounted spot at the sharp turn and was sent careening into the packaged meat, that thankfully hadn’t revived. What really caused the issue, however, was when his mount didn’t wait for him, making an incomplete turn and bolting down another aisle, paws scrabbling for purchase on the slick floor. Will went into his rage as he charged after Devan before Jason could stop him. Jason wasn’t sure if it was the sound from Devan’s crash, or Will’s battle cry, but hundreds of chickens and turkeys seemed to pour in from the back area and they made the first wave look small. He knew that he wouldn’t reach them in time, but Jason couldn’t stand by and do nothing as he ran towards the pair and the dog who had turned around when it realized that it was missing its rider. Still, Devan wasn’t geared for fighting on foot and Will had lost what little rationality he had had left. Will swung wildly at the poultry that was swarming him, sending a few flying while being overrun by many more. Devan struggled desperately as his dog fell defending him a moment before Jason unleashed his channel with a shout of desperation.
“Freya, please!”
Time seemed to slow, he saw both Devan’s and Will’s weapons slip from their hands as their bodies lost strength and began falling to the floor, as he shouted and released his channel that he felt was as powerful as possible and even extended farther than it should have. Jason could tell that he had just cleared the whole store of undead, but it was a moment too late as neither of his friends were breathing among the pile of poultry. Jason was about to attempt to use his healing spell in hopes that it wasn’t too late, when he heard a voice in his head while Hazel, Rebecca, Bradley, and the woman from earlier arrived.
‘Jason, I am sorry, but my hands were tied. I know that it hurts to lose friends, but take solace in that I was able to bathe the store in positive energy, so none of those within will rise as undead. That means if you can reach the 13th level, you will be able to return them to life so long as you have a lock of their hair. Now rise and grow from this and do what you need to do so they can smile once more.’
Slowly, Jason stood as he strengthened his resolve while looking towards the ceiling and speaking.
“No, I will not return them to this world after what I suspect will be years, since I would need the diamond dust for that spell as well. No, I will remember them for who they were before they lost their minds. While they were still in there, my friends died with the roll of the dice. Freya, I do not blame you nor will I hold a grudge. All I ask is that wherever they are, that they get their minds back.”
Tears were dripping from Jason’s cheek as the four spectators looked at him, he turned to look at them, grief etched in his face for all to see.
“The store has been cleared. Loot what you can while I finish saying goodbye. I know none of you really cared for them. Heck, I knew that it would be a year at most before I lost touch with them like I have with most everyone else. It is who I am, always passing through and never staying. Heck, if it wasn’t for the fact that you are Becca’s older sister, I would have likely lost contact with you like how I had with Brad for the most part. Five minutes away, but over a year since we’ve done anything more than comment on each other’s posts online once in a while.”
With that, Jason knelt and Bradley stopped Hazel and Rebecca from trying to comfort him, as the four of them made their way around to grab everything they could as far as gold went. As they did, they had to fight the revulsion they had at the state of things in the store as it seemed like it had been packed when the attack had occurred. There were over a hundred dead people strewn about everywhere towards the sides of the store and in the back. When they were done an hour later, Bradley and the woman handed every coin to Rebecca and Hazel as they returned to Jason, who had taken the time to reposition Will’s, Devan’s and his dog’s bodies. If you just saw the looks of peace on their faces, you could have mistaken them for sleeping, but both ladies knew that they would never rise and Jason seemed to be praying. Not just to Freya, but to Odr and Artemis.
“Freya, forgive this servant, but I must ask that Odr the frenzied one and Artemis, goddess of the hunt, to watch over my friends as I bid them farewell. Odr, please let Will know that he will be missed and that he was a true friend. Artemis, please let Devan know that I am sorry that my actions cost him his life and if I survive long enough, he’ll get his statue. Thank you, Freya, for allowing your servant to beseech gods other than you for the welfare of my friends, who had not yet had an opportunity to convert to your faith.”
After Jason finished speaking, he went quiet for a second before he stood and turned to face Hazel and Rebecca.
“You both should stop listening to me before my ideas get you all killed-”
“Jason, this wasn’t your fault,” cut in Hazel sternly. “We all saw what went down. Devan didn’t listen to your warning on the floors, or wait for your order, and Will lost his head and made way too much noise as he charged in. By the time any of us were aware of what was going on, they were covered in monsters and you were rushing in as well. It took all of a few seconds for those things to kill them. You know as well as I do the dangers of a swarm attack. Had we not had you last night, the skeletons would have made it in and we would have been ripped apart.”
“Others seemed to make it by holing up in their houses.”
“Yet not all of them did and from the way they were all acting, I doubt any of them gained much experience while we got two levels.”
“Whole lot of good that did them.”
“Jason, what did you use to say about naming a character before level 5? Don’t do it, cause they aren’t real yet?”
“Don’t do it because they aren’t going to survive most of the time.”
“Well, they didn’t make it to level 5, so don’t blame yourself. Instead, make sure we do make it to level 5.”
“Hazel, this isn’t a game!”
“Jason, who cares!”
“Will both of you drop it. Jason, Will and Devan are dead. It isn’t your fault that they both made a mistake and paid the price. Hazel, we’re sisters, but you can be such an annoyance. You say who cares, but when Jason asked you to change gods, you refused. Yet you just saw him as a cleric praying to two gods that aren’t the one he worships, one of which wasn’t even in the same pantheon. So, until you are ready to get over yourself, don’t tell others to do the same.”
As Rebecca finished her rant, she stepped forward and hugged Jason as she broke down and started to cry as she continued.
“Jason, don’t you…dare give up on us… you promised… you would keep me alive, not… Will… Devan or… Hazel. Just me… if you give up… so will I… please… don’t give up on me.”
With that Rebecca completely let her tears go as she buried her face in Jason’s chest, taking comfort from him despite the discomfort of pressing into the chain coat he wore. Jason couldn’t help but put his arms around her as he held her and found what he needed to keep moving.
“Becca, I am sorry for faltering. I will not abandon you if you promise me to do everything you can to survive.”
It took a long moment for Rebecca to calm down and respond, but Jason was ready to wait and Hazel didn’t push anything either.
“No duh you idiot. You’re stuck with me. Hazel too, if she can get over herself and accept Freya.”
“Fine, I’ll try to follow Freya on one condition. You make the same promise you made with Becca with me. You have to promise to do whatever you can to keep me alive, and if you fail, well you better do everything you can to revive me. I don’t want you leaving me to rot in some grave somewhere while you move on. I want you to fight tooth and nail to get me back. Becca too, if something happens to her.”
“Okay, I can do that, Hazel, so long as you follow me and pay Freya more than lip service. I will do everything I can to ensure you survive what the world has become.”
“Alright, now come on. I found a few flatbed carts that will work for getting these two out of here and they have some three-hour fireplace logs. Let’s at least give them a funeral, however improvised it may be.”
Jason smiled weakly as he followed after her and around ten minutes later, they walked out with two flatbed carts carrying anything highly flammable or meant for building fires that they could find. This included lighter fluid, charcoal, fireplace logs and even all of the cooking oils and hand sanitizer that they could fit onto the carts. The third cart carried the three bodies and it only took Bradley a moment to see what was going on and get to work helping, as did the rest of the party that had temporarily joined Jason, all of whom had hard looks on their faces as they worked. Most of the crowd looked at them weirdly as more than a few of them went straight to loot the store, assuming that it had been cleared. Jason wished that the idiot who had been trying to get others to join him earlier had the same intentions.
“You were so confident earlier, yet your actions cost your friends their lives and you call yourself a cleric!”
Jason took a deep breath before he looked at the man and spoke.
“If you want to live, I would hurry and loot what we left in there and get lost. Don’t tempt me to start a holy war. I don’t even care what god you worship. Though I doubt that they would care about an insignificant loss like you.”
“You would stoop to murder? Have you lost all your humanity?”
“No, I have just accepted that the only law that exists right now is the one we make ourselves and right now is not the time to insult the sacrifice of a chaotic-good aligned person’s friends.”
“I was not insulting them, but pointing out your-” splash!
Jason had used his level 0 spell which summoned water to drop two gallons of water on the idiot’s head to shut him up.
“Why you-” splash!
“Will-” splash!
As annoying as the idiot was, Jason had to at least appreciate how dropping water on him anytime he opened his mouth was helping him vent his anger, but after the fifth time, it was getting old.
“Look, I am being nice because I figure that if you get the chance, you might save someone’s life tonight when the skeletons return and the zombies leave the dark places they have hid in. However, if you can’t take a hint, I will just have to apologize to their spirits when they haunt me.”
As Jason finished speaking, he raised his sword in warning and the idiot finally took the hint and huffed as he stormed off.
“He would fit in with the other idiots we ran into this morning,” quipped Hazel.
“Yeah, next thing we would know, the whole town would be kneeling to them,” added Rebecca.
“Not my problem. All I care about is you two and Brad at this point. Everything else is just a problem that someone else can deal with.”
“You say that now,” said Hazel while shaking her head while Jason ignored the comment, knowing that she was right, but in the moment he didn’t care.
With that they focused on building a decent pyre as they placed the three bodies on top of it before covering them in charcoal. Hazel had discreetly cut locks of hair from both Will and Devan and pocketed them as they had been working. Before Jason lit the pyre, the lightly armored woman who had first approached Jason handed him a piece of paper on which she had drawn both Will and Devan as they laughed before charging in. The level of detail was surprising with how little time had passed and Jason found himself having to hold back his emotions once more.
“So you can make the statue you owe him.”
“Thanks.” Jason smiled as he placed the drawing inside the holy text that he had yet to have a chance to read, and placed them both into one of the two waterproof bags that he had and stored them away. Taking a deep breath, Jason took and lit a torch, before speaking to all those who were standing around watching. This included all those who had joined his party and half of the crowd from before and he knew that despite his grief and the freshness of the event, he needed to do this the best he could.
“I do not know most of you and you do not know me, nor did you know William Cook, or Devan Fields before, or after the world changed yesterday, but they were my friends. They were not afraid of this new world and while I didn’t realize it in the moment, they helped me come to terms with this world as well. For me, they, like so many others, lost their lives to our new reality and I will remember them for who they were before yesterday. Friends whose biggest worries were how they were going to convince their parents to let them go to a party, or pass the next test at school. As the one they trusted to lead them, I bear the responsibility to bid them farewell and I just prayed to Freya and their gods, Odr and Artemis, to ensure that they find a place in the afterlife. Will, Devan, farewell. You may be gone, but you are not forgotten.”
With his last words, Jason tossed the torch onto the pyre and watched as the whole thing caught fire and burned, he turned and walked away. While he did so, he noticed that several of the crowd were following him, including the nine who had yet to leave his party. Jason did not say anything about this as while he no longer cared one way, or another, to him they were nameless, faceless masses and his world was only himself, Hazel, Rebecca and Bradley. Gone was his desire to see anyone he had known before the world was reborn into what it was now. No, he hadn’t realized it yet, but losing Will and Devan had ended any delusions he had about everything working out. As he made his way into the street that was littered with abandoned cars and dead bodies, he turned to see that he had a total of 20 people following him. He took in the mismatch of people with various races represented, with seven normal people who looked like they hadn’t even created their new selves yet. The 13 others had two elves, one male and one female, two cat girls, two halfling males, a single female dwarf, two male half-elves and four humans, with two being male and two being female. As Jason took in the eclectic group, he paused for a moment before speaking to them.
“If you follow me, you must be ready to accept a few things right now. As you all saw, I just lost two of my friends so I apologize now if I can’t promise you your life.  Also, all who follow me must place Freya as their primary god and worship her as she decrees. Next, I will not seek to know your names before you reach level 5 and I will not hold your hand past level 2, or 3. When it comes to command, it goes me then nothing right now. I do not have a second-in-command, nor do I intend to as this is not an army. It is a group of people coming together to strive to create a path to survival and possibly thriving in the future. Until that day, however, I expect all those who follow me to be committed and willing to accept that my word will be the law for you. If that is more than you are willing to deal with, you should leave now as I will not have those I invest in abandon me.”
Jason left it implied that he would track any deserters down as he watched to see what the crowd would do. It was one of the two normal humans, who hadn’t joined his party for hitting the grocery store, that spoke first. He was a man who looked to be in his mid-40’s and looked disheveled as the suit he was dressed in was an absolute mess. If Jason were to guess, he would think this man had been caught on his way home from work when everything went wrong and had a rather rough time of it the prior night.
“If I may ask a single question before I agree to stay. Um, what is your name?”
“No names until the individual reaches level 5. I am including myself in that, so, for now, just call me Freya’s cleric, or leader and go ahead, I would be dissatisfied if none of you asked a question.”
“Alright, will you explain how to navigate the process of becoming like the rest of you to those of us who are clueless? The seven of us all didn’t even roll dice for various reasons.”
“I would expect most of you didn’t take well to the world ending. You don’t need to explain yourselves, one of my companions was the same. As for explaining things, I have no issue doing that while the others fortify our camp tonight.”
Jason could see the relief cross the faces of most of the normal humans as he looked through the crowd to see if any of them had any more questions. Sure enough, like the flood gates had opened, Jason was hit with a bevy of questions, like had he actually met Freya and how did they reach level 3 already. Seeing that he was going to be talking for a while, Jason decided to talk while walking. Over the next half hour, they walked until they came to his next target, looting any corpse they came across along the way, including any basic gear like shields and swords that looked better than what they had. It was another grocery store and like the other, there was a crowd out front debating on what to do as Jason spoke.
“All those who were part of my party for the last raid should have enough experience to almost reach level 3, so allow the other 11 to join my party for this.”
Without any argument, the party was rearranged and Jason walked in front of the crowd like he owned the place, ignoring the elf who seemed to be trying to get the mob to work together. Within a minute, another shopping cart barrier had been put in place, only this time they were on their side and stacked high, as he had no intention of entering the building before it was clear. As Hazel and Rebecca were about to start throwing stones, the elf cut in.
“Excuse me. Who are you and what do you think you are doing?”
“I am simply a servant of Freya here to return the dead to the grave and guide her followers. Now if you will excuse me, I have work to do.”
“You can’t simply steal the food that we were going to recover.”
“I don’t care about the food, nor should you. Besides, do you have any clerics in your group?”
“Of course. We have two, see?”
The elf man was pointing to two elderly elven women and Jason pitied them as while they had added years to their lives, it was not nearly as many as he had. The issue was that their age had been converted to the equivalent in elven years and they both looked ready to keel over.
“Right. You are aware that you’re going to be dealing with zombie poultry swarms and that they will kill anyone in a matter of a few seconds, right?”
“Ridiculous. They can’t be that powerful.”
“I just lost two of my level 3 companions to them because they were out of range of my channel when the swarm hit them. I am not here to hold your hand, or ask you permission. Just stand back and let me do my thing and you can clean up the leftovers. Start the operation.”
With that, both ladies let their stones fly.
“You just wait right there.”
“Can’t. The show has already started.”
Jason walked to the front line as the first swarm of chickens arrived and he went to work.
“Goddess Freya, bless your servant, channel!”
While he hadn’t cut all of the blatant pandering out when channeling, he had toned it down for this operation. As his channel hit the swarm, he watched as the undead poultry swarm was vanquished and returned to being spoiled meat. With that taken care of, another chunk of experience was added to his party and the elf spoke once more.
“I see. You are simply here to steal the experience for killing all of these monsters, you fiend.”
“Got it in one go. Now, are you going to shut up and let me work, or do you want to take over?”
“Move aside, or prepare to fight.”
“Be my guest to handle the rest. Alright everyone, back away and watch them work.”
As Jason and his followers backed away, they were replaced by suddenly confident-looking idiots in his opinion, as they tried to replicate the strategy that his team had used, but nothing came. After a frustrating five minutes, the elf declared that Jason must have killed all of the monsters and ordered them to move the carts out of the way. As they had time to think and more than one of them had noticed the calm look on Jason’s face, they became split due to the fact that he hadn’t left and one of them voiced it to the elf.
“Um, if they are just here for the experience, why haven’t they left yet?”
“They are probably planning to loot in the rush that is about to come when we go in to secure the food ourselves,” replied the elven man. “Even though we aren’t going to let that happen, as we have a plan and won’t be letting them take anything.”
“Let me guess. You are set up at the high school right there and intend to turn it into your long-term base,” interjected Jason.
“You don’t need to know and you’re not welcome to join us.”
“I wouldn’t join you if you begged me, though I will warn you that you are going to regret staying in town in a few more days, as more of us adapt.”
“I don’t need advice from you. Now let’s get a move on.”
“Fine, but watch out for the swarm from the back. It’s the one that cost me my friends.”
The whole group paused as they looked at Jason and the elven man reexamined Jason, before returning to entering the store as Rebecca spoke.
“I’m pretty sure that was Principal Jun.”
“I am as well. Still, that doesn’t matter. Alright, everyone. Get ready for them to be running for their lives. I want the carts stacked flanking the entrance in a funnel, with 12 on each side such that a single person can fit through the end.”
“Are you trying to kill them?” asked Hazel.
“No, I am going to be right by the door and when they pass by, I will channel and take care of the ones right on their tails. By the time any stragglers arrive, all of the survivors should have escaped.”
“But won’t the undead stay inside?” asked Bradley.
“Not when they have prey in front of them.”
With that everyone got to work as the rest of the crowd that was present looked at a loss for what they should do, until shouts and screams could be heard from inside. It wasn’t long before half of those who had entered were running out of the store, with around 200 zombie fowl following them. Jason just sighed as he called on Freya, while he used his fourth channel of the day, both healing those who escaped and killing the zombies. Not seeing any more zombies coming and noticing that the store had gone quiet, Jason had Rebecca and Hazel start tossing stones, which brought another roughly 400 enemies to the now shut funnel of carts, Jason used his fifth channel, leaving him with four for the night.
“Alright, that should be most of them. Everyone, we’re going in. Stick together and use the shields that we picked up, and if there is a swarm, just make a wall of shields and I’ll use another channel. That said, I would rather save them for tonight, if possible, so if it is only one or two, I won’t bother to act and will expect you all to handle it.”
After seeing everyone nod in the affirmative, they entered the store that smelled like hell as Jason hadn’t cared to waste the time it would take to purify the poultry this time. As they moved from aisle to aisle, looting every corpse as they went and killing the occasional lone, or small group of less than ten zombie fowls, Jason frowned at the number of lives lost. At the rate things were going, it wouldn’t be long before all of the people in town were dead. He figured that the larger the city the worse it would be, especially as food became an issue with modern technology having stopped working. Then add in the fact that all of the dead were going to rise that night plus the fact that at least half of the town was dead and it would likely turn into over 75% of a city’s population that stayed dying. Jason expected that before long it would just keep climbing higher and higher before hardly anyone in any major population center remained. The question would be if the clerics would be able to beat back the horde of undead, or if the undead would take over. At the same time, Jason figured things would be much better for those who lived in rural areas, as Freya had said that population centers were where most of the undead were showing up.
While Jason was thinking about this, they arrived at what remained of the elven man’s party and what he saw made him frown in disgust. From the look of things, both of their clerics had crapped their pants when the swarm came at them and everything fell apart from there. Still, Jason didn’t let it affect him. He had warned them and been ignored, at least that is what he told himself to justify not caring that they were dead. What he hadn’t yet realized was his ability to not care had come from the fact that losing Devan and Will was still affecting him. Also, by having an 18 wisdom, it gave him the will to overcome situations without being mentally affected much easier than normal, as his personal wisdom was being shaped. In layman's terms, he had become numb to death of all those who he didn’t see as friends or family, and even then, he would be able to handle it with only a minor issue, with a few exceptions. So, he didn’t even hesitate to loot them or feel guilty at finding over 500 gold on the elven man and keeping it for his group.
When they had gone through the entire shopping area of the store, Jason led them to the back, where they defeated a few dozen more undead chickens and found a few more bodies to loot. Bradley was acting as the group’s gold deposit point due to Jason needing to be ready to fight, and the gold that they had picked up weighing too much for him to easily handle while fighting. Not that he planned on them having the gold much longer, he knew that in the morning he would level up once again, along with the rest of his party, as they spent it on gear. Still, the group that ran had to know that there was 500 gold on the elf alone, so Jason figured that they would be set up for an ambush once they left. Using an emergency exit, he left from the back of the store into an alley that ran behind the store and they used it to backtrack a bit, before heading into another neighborhood. Once they were in the neighborhood, they returned to talking as they walked and looted the occasional body.
As they moved closer to their destination, they passed several small groups who seemed to be organizing into what appeared to be gangs of sorts. Fortunately, none of them seemed to want to mess with Jason’s group as he didn’t feel like killing them or wasting his channels to heal any injuries. Still, the later it got, the fewer unlooted corpses they came across, until finally in the early afternoon, the group of 24 came to the entrance of Arroyo Verde Park. The park was a long and thin park that spanned around 30 acres and was just under a mile to the back if you counted the baseball diamonds hidden back there. Their destination was just before the first of the three baseball diamonds, in a fenced-in area that contained a metal shed that he intended to make work as a shelter, at least for the night. In the morning, everyone would be at least level 2 and more permanent parties could start to form. Jason looked at his group of four as he wondered what skills they were lacking to be able to survive long term and just how big he wanted his own party to be, as he led the group into the park.
As they passed one picnic area after another with their tables and built-in charcoal BBQ grills, which if this had been a normal Saturday would have been occupied by dads ruining hamburgers and hotdogs, Jason frowned. The area was covered in bodies that had been ripped apart and only scraps of flesh remained that were being picked clean by birds that looked like normal crows. Jason knew that this was where the town met a bit of wilderness that was still around it, before crossing several hills and becoming the Los Padres National Forest.
“Alright, we need to move in formation from this point on, as we may find ourselves up against more than just undead as we move forward. No matter what we face, whatever you do, don’t run. All that will accomplish is getting yourself killed while dragging the rest of us with you.” His orders were given in a tone that brooked no argument.
Jason watched as everyone moved into formation, with the melee classes and normal humans holding shields up to try and make a perimeter as they moved forward. Jason noted fear on several of their faces as they fumbled with the shields and synchronous movement, trying to figure out what they were doing, until they were able to coordinate halfway decently while moving. They walked like this as they slowly went deeper into the park as the bodies being eaten by the birds became fewer and fewer, until they reached the very end, thankfully without issue, and found the shed intact. It was also behind a locked chain-link fence with normal barbed wire on top of it which was still secure. Jason knew it was a step down from what he had used last night, but it would still likely work with the current lineup. Jason was quick to give out orders to everyone as they worked to prep for the night. The shed was full of equipment used for maintaining the baseball fields and the park, and Jason went about making room for everyone as quickly as possible. While they did this, they piled things against the fences in a manner that made it difficult to navigate, adding to the time any skeletons would need to get to them. The idea behind the second line of hazards was to limit the number of undead that could come at once to a manageable number, so the melee fighters weren’t overwhelmed.
When everything was in place, he had all of the current temporary party members leave his party. He only allowed the normal humans, a female elven rogue who had a 20 in dexterity, and his friends to be in his party after reforming it. Jason had been explaining how to create their new selves to all of the normal humans while the others worked, because he valued their potential as he needed more clerics if he was going to have long-term success. When the night finally came, so too did the skeletons, though there were far fewer than the previous night, and Jason felt like even without the obstacles that had been put in place, they could have handled them. Still, he kept his guard up as he felt like there was another wrinkle to deal with when the first ten skeletons started to climb over the fence and drop down to face off with the frontline. This consisted of the melee fighters who were partied with a single other person to act as their spotter and provide support. During the day, they had made sure to pick up bludgeoning weapons as they were the most effective against skeletons. Still, Jason winced at how sloppy they all were as they attacked with the weapons in haphazard ways; some of them struggled with fear while others simply lacked coordination and finesse.
It was an hour into the night when Jason used his first of four channels, since despite their shortcomings and the difficulties they were having with only needing to handle a single skeleton, they were managing. However, when half-eaten zombies wielding weapons started to show up, Jason acted the moment when the first of them was almost over the fence. Jason frowned as it had taken two channels to subdue the group of 20 that had shown up, worrying him as he had destroyed ten skeletons with just the first one as well, confirming his suspicion that zombies were sturdier. The side benefit was it had healed his followers as well and they raised their weapons in a silent cheer as Jason had forbidden them from loud noises. The fact that they had a rest while they waited for the next group to shamble over was also a welcome reprieve as well. As things had been going, they had each basically been dealing with a skeleton every five minutes and it was adding up. Though there was no rushed feeling through the night as skeletons continued to slowly trickle in before tapering off. Finally, one more group of 18 zombies showed up and Jason used his last two channels to deal with them and the accompanying five skeletons. However, the gate had been on the receiving end of a zombie’s club, the impact breaking the bracket holding it up. This opened a massive hole in their defense and before anyone could say anything, a mountain lion had rushed in.
Luckily, the first one to be attacked avoided anything more than being pushed back, as Jason drew his sword and charged in. While charging, he caught the sounds of a violin starting to play as Rebecca activated her performance ability, causing him to feel invigorated despite the notes she was missing in her nervousness. Even so, his first attack missed terribly as the lion jumped back and hissed at him, before striking out with its claws which he thankfully avoided. Jason struck out with his sword and made contact, his sword gouging into the lion’s flank as pain and fear flashed in its eyes before it lunged desperately at Jason, who avoided it easily. However, he stepped on a loose rock as he did so and missed his follow-through attack. This led to a sequence of failed attacks as he and the lion both seemed to have lost their ability to hit the other. It was right after an exchange where Jason used his shield to push the lion off, that a dagger came flying in and pierced deeply into the lion’s eye socket, hitting the brain and killing it.
When Jason looked for the source of the attack, he was surprised to see the elven rogue that he had added to his party looking as surprised as he did. She had her arm outstretched like she had just finished throwing the dagger and seemed to not realize that everyone was looking at her. Jason didn’t have to wonder if it had been a lucky shot, or if she was just that good, as he wondered what she had been thinking as she acted. After all, she could have just as easily have hit him if her timing was off, or he had charged after pushing back the mountain lion. Still, those questions could wait. The fence was breached and he had achieved his goal of getting all of his party members enough experience to reach level 3. So, he called out to the whole group as he saw a few more skeletons shambling over to them.
“Alright, time to call it a night. Everyone into the shed. First watch, you know who you are!”
Quickly, everyone moved back until they were inside the shed and had pulled it closed, as Hazel and Rebecca used their light spell to light up two rocks the size of softballs that had been set up beforehand. Wordlessly, the six who had been assigned to first watch took up the positions that had been set up before, including holding the roll-up door of the shed shut. Hazel was in charge of this shift and Bradley would take the next one, followed by Rebecca, with Jason taking the last one as he needed to recover his channels as soon as possible. They had been happy to learn that the man in a torn-up suit had an old wind-up pocket watch that they were using for time keeping for each shift now. In total, the day had saw them collect a total of 4,387 gold, so he handed Hazel, Rebecca and Bradley 1,000 each, with instructions of what items to buy.
No one got the best sleep that night with the banging on the shed a constant reminder that there were monsters just outside of the thin walls. Even when the banging stopped, it didn’t alleviate anyone’s fears as other noises could be heard that made them believe that there was something else out there like the mountain lion, or worse. Still, when Jason was staring at the door as two of the normal humans held it down in the quiet of the early morning, his vision went white and he found himself back in the room where all of this had started. Once more Freya was there, but she had a troubled look on her face as Jason looked at her. Still, he knelt and spoke with the reverence he believed she would expect.
“Goddess Freya, you honor your servant with your presence.”
“It is surprising that those are your honest thoughts. Honestly, I should just be thankful that your wisdom is so high. Though I do worry with how fast you are growing. I fear that the followers that you are nurturing for me will become dependent on you and will lack the skills to do actual battle. The undead will not always be such easy prey as they will grow like everything else, until your world is unrecognizable from what it was.”
“Thank you for your guidance. I will put an emphasis on training when I return, as it was on my list of needs as well.”
“Very good. Now two questions and don’t worry about your friends, you have already done all you can for them if you have no intent to revive them.”
“Alright, what is the goal of all of this?”
“Ah, I am sorry, but that is not a question that I can give you an answer to. Just know that your survival does matter. Now please ask a different question for your first one.”
“Fine. Does my survival matter to me, or you more?”
“Me, though before you ask, I can only bend the rules slightly to help you and death is very much a possibility.”
“Why does it matter to you more?”
“Ha, you don’t let things lie. Honestly, part of me wishes your intelligence was around 12 and your wisdom was 20. The moment I spoke to you in that world I marked you as my prophet, which I didn’t want to do before you reached level 10 as your death is very possible. In fact, the other gods will try and ensure that happens as without you my power in your world will fade away, allowing theirs more room to grow. There are a few that I am aligned with close enough that they may be willing to help you survive, but betrayal is always possible. It is why all who follow you must place me as their main deity as if they intend to betray you, I will know in an instant.”
“Thank you for being honest with me.”
“You’re welcome. Just make sure to continue to serve me faithfully. It will be 20 years before I can pass the mantle of prophet to another. And no, besides me whispering in your ear when I feel like it, there is no major benefit to being my prophet for you. You don’t get extra questions and I can only offer you warnings in some situations. Quite honestly, it may be more of a hindrance than a help. After all, I would drain my own power too quickly if I were to increase all your channels like the one in the store or performed other miracles for you and you now have a target on your back.”
“Not like I have much of a choice now. If anything, at least I shouldn’t have to worry about you withholding your blessings from me. Well, either way, I suppose it is time to level up while I think about the implications of all of this and come to terms with it.”
“Yes, as you come to terms with everything else in front of you.”
Jason left Freya’s last comment alone as he went about adding his two new levels, bringing himself to level 5 and by his own rules being allowed to use his own name again. When he rolled two eights for his health, which gave him the max possible, he looked at Freya who hadn’t left yet. She shrugged as if to say that she had nothing to do with his roll and he added the free ability point from reaching level 4 to wisdom. After that, he added his new spells, learning a level 1 spell that could protect him from attacks and a level 2 spell that could hold a person in place. He also had access to level 3 spells now and learned the level 3 spells for healing and stone shaping. His rationale for choosing the stone shaping spell was that stone shaping would allow him to slowly build into the side of a stone mountain easily and he knew Hazel and others should be taking the same spell per his instructions. This would cut down on the time needed to create anything of significance as each casting only allowed him to affect about a full-sized chest freezer worth of material at once. He had also gotten the domain spell fly, which while it would only allow him to fly for a minute per level at a time, it would still be extremely useful in locating a good location. He allocated his skill points such that diplomacy and sense motive were focused on. Next, Jason selected a feat, choosing one that would make dodging easier to increase his survivability.
Finally, Jason bought the single magic item that he had told them all to get and as he looked at the leather cords that fit on his shoulders, he smiled. While this item wouldn’t increase his combat ability, it would make him able to carry roughly three times as much as he had been able to before. From what the stats that he could look up with a thought showed, this meant that he could carry just over 300 lbs. with it still being considered a light load. Both Hazel and Bradley would be in the mid-200s and Rebecca would be able to carry her own gear at least. After that, he bought enough rations to last his group a week, with half being the kind that was decent while the other was a hard cake that would fill their bellies and was cheap but terrible, though better than nothing. Between both types of rations, it cost 42 gold, 8 silver and 4 copper. Still, he knew that they had more food and hoped that the cheap one wouldn’t be needed. With that out of the way, Jason turned to look at Freya who was still watching him while he looked over the other options that he would have in the future and spoke one last time.
“I wish I could ask you more questions.”
“I am aware and I wish I could slip you some of the answers, but while I can forewarn you and even guide you to a certain extent, I have to hold to the rules or it will be bad for both of us.”
“Yet, you will flirt with the line as much as possible.”
“As you are right now, though you can ask all of the questions you like if you want to make it impossible for me to ever answer them. However, right now your time is almost up so I will give you the current commands I wish for you to carry out as my prophet. Establish a settlement worthy of being the capital of my faith and with it, ensure to spread my faith to many more. You have brought me four new clerics tonight and several followers, pleasing me greatly. Now ensure that most of them survive while bringing even more to my faith.”
Before Jason could even respond, the room vanished and he found himself back in the shed.
(*****)




Day 3

As Jason’s perception returned to reality, he took in the scene around him; everyone seemed to have been awakened after returning from their own versions of the room. This made him question just what the room was and if it actually existed, or if it was more of a mental construct that helped them process everything. While he could have dwelt on that and many more questions that getting an answer would create, he chose to put it aside and get to work on the tasks for the day. The first thing he did was receive a general update from the whole group; he was happy to hear that everyone was now at least level 3, with Bradley reaching level 4, and both Hazel and Rebecca reaching level 5 with him. Next, he took stock of the new selves of the seven who had been normal humans yesterday and he was happy overall with the results. Four of them were now clerics of Freya, three sylphs like himself and the other was a gnome due to not wanting to have less than ten in constitution. The four clerics were split evenly with two men and two women, one of the women was the gnome. Of the other three, two were female rogues and one was a male fighter. One of the rogues had gone with elf, the other had gone with half-infernal and the fighter had become an oread. Oreads were humanoids that had earth element heritage mixed, in the same way a sylph was mixed with air.
After taking stock of what he had to work with, Jason put together his plan and cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention. The shed had been full of chatter as each of them excitedly talked about the questions each had asked and gotten answered. The biggest of these was the confirmation that according to the gods that did this to them, the world was only an hour or so from complete destruction when they stepped in. Jason felt this explanation was a bit too convenient, but also knew it ultimately didn’t matter as they couldn’t do anything to change the situation either way. As the last of the chatter died away, Jason addressed the group.
“Alright, I can see that you all are excited and ready to see what your new abilities can do and believe me, we will be doing just that. However, you will do so as we travel, our goal is to find a mountain to establish a new settlement in the name of our Goddess Freya. Her command was to create what will become the capital of her faith and bring more to her faith while we travel. I am aware that this is not what most of you are concerned about as simply surviving is all that you are focused on right now. Still, it is how we will push forward, only once we have a place to call home can we truly begin to build our new lives anyway. With that, protecting the lives of our four new clerics is our top priority as we clerics are the ones with the greatest ability to heal others. That also means if any cleric fails to show that they value their own life, that I will see to it that you join the gnome in establishing the settlement’s clinic as their assistant.”
“Wait, what do you mean by that?” interjected the gnomish woman, looking annoyed.
“What I mean by that is your ability to dodge is lacking and one of you needs to be in the settlement at all times, so I have selected you for this role and you will be my party’s sixth for now. Also, since I have reached level 5, my name is allowed to be known, though I am sure most of you already know it due to overhearing it. Even so, I am Jason Xander, the druid is Hazel Allen, and the bard is her younger sister Rebecca, though I am not sure if you could call them siblings now that they are different races. Moving forward, we will be splitting into four groups of six, with each sylph cleric acting as the leaders of their respective groups as we travel. I have also acquired enough food to hopefully last us through next week, though if we continue to level like we do, we should be able to acquire more if we ever start to run low. Now, other than the two who are in my party, the rest of you should work together to decide who you will work with. I expect a rogue in each party as well as at least two melee fighters. Other than that, figure it out yourselves.”
Jason watched them start forming groups and frowned as the only wizard seemed to be unwanted and had ended up in the only group who wasn’t full at the end. Jason felt like this was due to his seven in charisma that made him socially awkward and annoying, though Jason wondered if he had always been that way, or if a low charisma score did that much. Even so Jason had high hopes for the elven man as he had a 20 in intelligence and an 18 in dexterity, that was if he could live long enough. Meanwhile he was staring at an elven woman who had her arms crossed as she looked at Jason and spoke.
“So, why am I stuck in your party when my friends were planning on me joining theirs?”
“That is easy. You have a 20 in dexterity and you killed the lion last night. As of now you have my confidence, well at least more than the other three options.”
“The rest of them all have 19s in dexterity and can have a 20 on their next level, besides that was just a lucky throw.”
“Some would say that it is better to be lucky than good and you’re acting like this is a punishment.”
“No offence, but your no names until level 5 rule sucks. I get it, you lost your friend and it was only yesterday, but come on, is it so hard to use names? It’s not like you will suddenly start caring about us?”
“Did you ever play Pokémon?”
“No, why?”
“I did. There is a certain way to play and one of the rules is you have to give each of your Pokémon a nickname and if they faint, you have to never use them again. You would be surprised just how much something having its own name makes it hard to see them essentially die, even when they aren’t real.”
“You’re impossible. So how is this whole party thing supposed to work? Are you just going to call me elven rogue, or what?”
“If there weren’t two of you that is what you would be. Instead, you are Elven-Rogue-One.”
“Oh, Freya save us, our leader is a nerd who thinks he’s funny. Please tell me that you’re not going to try and get us all into your bed at least.” Jason wanted to retort with a comment of pot meet kettle since she had obviously got the reference, but refrained since it would be inappropriate to make those comments as the group’s leader.
“That is not on my list and as we are worshiping a goddess of fertility, we should all probably hold off on any of that until we are ready to handle the consequences.”
“Hold on, will the pill even work now? Oh crap. What the hell?!  This just keeps getting worse.”
“I can check if you like?” interjected the gnomish cleric, who had been listening in.
“You can?!”
“Yeah. One of the level 0 spells that I took lets me check fertility and will even reveal to me if a chemical birth control is present.”
“Please, check me.”
“Alright, let’s see. Hmm, nope, nothing blocking your fertility. It seems like either it is already out of your system or doesn't work for elves. Still, you are the first person I have used this on, and it would be interesting to see how all of our different physiologies affect fertility.” The gnome’s eyes conveyed her excitement to start figuring out this unexpected occurrence.
“That can wait until you have a clinic to work out of,” cut in Jason effectively ending the tangent before it could spiral out of control. “Now let’s get ready to move out. We have a lot of walking ahead of us.”
“Do you at least have a location in mind?” asked Elven-Rogue-One.
“More of a general area, but Mt. Whitney sounds good to me.”
“Wait, not only do you want us to build a city, but you want to claim the tallest peak in the entire contiguous United States? Are you trying to pick a fight with the followers of other gods?”
“My intent is simply to create the most secure and prosperous settlement that I can for Freya to call hers. If others are already there we will look elsewhere for now, but I don’t know how many survivors out there are thinking about stuff like this. Most are likely still huddled masses hiding for their lives while they wait for this nightmare to end. After all, cowards are the ones who survive most of the time as those with courage often die too soon.”
“You’re not a coward.” Her tone conveyed the conviction of her statement. “You may be a nerd and a bit cautious, but you’re not afraid to even try to adapt. The only reason I even left my house yesterday was due to my friends dragging me with them to that store. When we saw you, we agreed that at least you would give us a chance.”
“Let’s just hope you were right to.”
“Alright, that is enough getting to know Jason time. He needs to give us all the details of the day first,” cut in Hazel with a touch of irritation in her voice.
Jason nodded as he looked over the newly formed parties and spoke.
“Alright, make sure to work with your parties as we go. Today we will be leaving this area and heading east. Our first stop will be to get an atlas of the United States. I believe there should be one in Barnes and Noble, unless any of you know for sure where we could get one, or something better.”
“Jason, didn’t you say that your parents had one?” asked Rebecca.
“Yeah, but it is outdated and I don’t want to run into the idiot brigade again.”
“I don’t know. We might do the world a favor if we got rid of them,” interjected Hazel.
“Are you talking about killing someone?” asked Elven-Rogue-One incredulously.
“If it came to that,” responded Hazel. “If the idiot could just leave us alone, there wouldn’t be any issue, but for some reason he wants to force Jason here to be his healing slave.”
“Oh, so it will be self-defense when we gut him then.” The 180-degree flip in her attitude was painfully obvious.
Jason just shook his head as he went about checking that everyone else was ready to go, while they opened the door and stepped out into the sunlight. The first sight that came into view was a pack of eight somethings that looked like a cross between a rat and dog, eating the remains of the lion from last night, and without even giving an order the melee fighters went to work. They quickly used their shields to push the creatures to the side where they were bombarded by level 0 spells, as the rat-like dogs yipped incessantly like one might expect of a Chihuahua. The sound made Jason shudder as he thought how these may have previously been Chihuahuas and even house pets were likely affected by whatever happened to the world. The fight didn’t last long with the five spell casters attacking and seven melee fighters working together, and after the last rat dog thing died, Jason was happy to see that no injuries were received on their side.
“Alright, stay in formation. We will be moving through the town. I am sure we will run into survivors. If they don’t bother us, don’t bother them.”
“Are we headed for your house, or the bookstore?” asked Hazel.
Before Jason could reply, he heard Freya whisper ‘home’ to him so he sighed as he responded.
“We are going to stop by my house.”
With that they headed out with conversations sprouting up as they did. One of the first things that came up was about how guns were worthless now. Apparently, one of them was lamenting how when they had attempted to use one on the first night, none of the bullets that they had were any good. It was like the powder inside had expanded and popped the bullet out. Plus, when they had poured the powder of one of them out and tried to light it, all that happened was it smoldering for a bit before going out. Jason assumed this effect was connected to the changes that had caused all electronics to stop functioning. Still, when you were talking gods and magic, things like water to wine started to come to mind.
Jason had intended to simply walk along Foothill Road until they were close to his home and make a quick detour to retrieve the atlas and get out of there, but like a back seat driver, Freya had other ideas. At almost every turn she would whisper directions into his ear and it would send him to locations with dead who had yet to be looted, or into homes where he would find someone cowering in fear in a closet. Jason wondered why she hadn’t been doing this all day yesterday once she had designated him as her prophet, but he figured she wanted to have a face to face first. Jason still didn’t know just how her vision of him worked, but it was clear that she was at least somewhat omnipotent as it seemed like she knew where all the best loot was and anyone who was hiding in their house. Jason wanted to ask a thousand questions, but it was clear from their prior conversations that if he asked her anything, she wouldn’t be able to give him an answer to it. Yet, she could tell him anything she felt fit to, if it was in her interest and didn’t directly address any questions that he was asking, which felt overly convoluted to Jason. They had been moving for about three hours and had picked up ten more people when they finally came close to Jason’s old house and he addressed the group.
“Alright, we are about to reach my house. As we get close, I want you all to be on high alert. Your lives are far more valuable than anyone’s who isn’t part of this group.”
“Do you really think that the idiot is going to be there?” asked Rebecca.
“I have no clue, but I feel like Freya has a reason for me to be here.”
Jason didn’t wait for a response, he called for everyone to move forward and as they did, they passed through where Jason had grown up. He could remember walking these streets and playing with the neighborhood kids. He could even remember when he had travelled several blocks when he was still just in elementary school to find kids to play with. His parents had been a bit old fashioned and possibly negligent, as most kids were in their houses playing on the newest video game console while he rode his scooter around the block. As Jason walked the streets thinking about this, it made him wonder if his habit of inserting himself into whatever group he happened to run across as a kid had led to him being a passerby in life. Still, he had enjoyed those days as he reminisced about them and realized that he was happy that he was on this side of the equation. This was due to the thought of all the children who had been more or less raised by technology, suddenly being without all of it, while strangers for the most part tried to get them under control. With this he said a silent prayer that Kate would be okay and survive the ordeal. He hadn’t expected to actually get a response.
‘I can see if she would be interested in being a gate keeper for your settlement when you establish it. That would allow her to step to this side anytime someone chooses my faith and is returned to this world there. Though she would have to return before an hour was up and she would have to play this role until the last of this world’s children are returned to it.’
Jason had just responded in his mind that he would talk to Bradley about this when he got a chance to later, when he turned the corner and saw his house. He hadn’t known what to expect as he had seen more than one house that had been broken into along the way here, but somehow seeing the front window smashed in and the front door wide open just hit him. He didn’t even consider the building home anymore, yet there was a primal reaction to seeing that it was in this state, and he didn’t know how to feel. Still, if the homes that they had seen along the way were anything to go by, the kitchen would have been ransacked and maybe some tools from the garage would be gone, but that would be about it. Even so, he had everyone but Hazel, Bradley and Rebecca stay outside, as he made his way inside to see the mess within.
As Jason looked around, it was clear that it had not been simply hit for whatever food that was in the kitchen. No, from the looks of it, someone had been looking for something, though Jason was unsure as to what it was as he cast his second level domain spell that allowed him to locate an object. As he pictured his dad’s atlas, he could sense it in the bookshelf at the bottom of the stairs. A few seconds later he had it in hand and had placed it in his bag. As he looked at the book of maps that covered the entirety of North America, Jason couldn’t help but feel a bit nostalgic at the memories of his parents using it for road trips when he was younger. Even now he knew that both of their handwriting would be found inside, if only in the form of notes related to direction, or the occasional note about something they found interesting on the side of the road.
With his mission accomplished, Jason decided to head to his room to look at it one last time. As he moved while being followed by his friends, they passed a few family photos as Jason thought about how he would likely never see any of them again. When he opened the door to the mess he called a room and looked around it, he found it all felt alien now. He looked at his now useless laptop on the drafting table that had been shoved in his room by his parents as a makeshift desk to get it out of their way, and couldn’t stop thinking about all the memories lost. He then thought about how much of the world had become digital and how much knowledge had been lost the moment everything had happened. How every video, online post, email and picture that had just been a quick search away before, was likely lost forever as the entire internet was fried. Perhaps one day a new system that used the vast network of cables that spanned the globe could be developed, but for now they were useless as they figured out the new laws of this world of magic.
As Jason thought about the fact that magic was real and the implications of that, he couldn’t help but wonder just what contraptions would be invented as time went on. He already knew that he could buy many such items through the store interface and knew that crafting them would become possible, though he was worried about if the material for each item would be obtainable. Still, he figured he would worry about all of that once he secured a place for his followers to feel safe.
Before turning to leave, Jason grabbed a few personal effects that were not a major issue to bring with him. This included a few photos, the internals for a music box that played the chorus of the Les Champs-Elysées and a medal with two bats, a baseball and a glove on it. He had gotten the medal when his Little League baseball team had won their league’s championship and his sister had gotten him the musical novelty when she had gone to France in high school. If he was to say why he had chosen those two items, all Jason would be able to say is they were small and they reminded him of moments when he was truly happy.
With that out of the way, Jason turned to leave, happy to be leaving everything else about his old life behind, as Rebecca swiped a few books of sheet music from Jason’s mom’s piano before they stepped outside. It had taken less than ten minutes for Jason to get in and out of his house, but apparently that had been too long since around 50 newcomers had arrived. They were closing in from both sides and Jason could already tell the source of his issues as both the cleric from the first grocery store and the idiot who had stopped him twice stood at the back of the group to his right. They hadn’t seemed to notice Jason yet, so he stepped back inside and stopped the others. As he did so, he heard four words from Freya ‘kill the two idiots.’ Sighing, Jason looked at his friends as he shared his quick plan.
“We have a fight on our hands. Becca, cast invisibility on me, then Hazel, you…”
Jason gave them quick instructions to use their area of effect (AOE) spells on the group to the left the moment they stepped out. Jason knew that none of their spells would be fatal, but they should be able to even out the odds a fair bit and defeat the pincer attack. While they did this, Jason would sneak around to create his own surprise for them. With a plan made, they went into action and Jason found it weird to be invisible as he exited first, followed by the rest.
The first thing Rebecca and Hazel did was target the left side with a fog of what was essentially a hallucinogenic, as Rebecca started to sing a lullaby that could only be heard by those in the area she targeted. Between the pair, they were able to cover all of the people on the left as Hazel shouted.
“Party three, handle the ones who wander out after resisting the mist. Everyone else, prepare to break through the other side!”
At Hazel’s words, the 20 people who had been with them through the night moved according to her words, while the ten newcomers looked confused at what to do. Jason had not been idle while this happened and had already reached the other side of the group, just as the idiot who had first stopped Jason spoke.
“Don’t be fools. We have you outnumbered. Even if your tricks hinder a few of us, you have no chance. My name is Tobias, and I am a police officer who just happened to be in this area and I have been working to maintain order here. I am just here to requisition all clerics into public service as we need healers due to there being a severe shortage. Now, if you would all ple-”
The idiot didn’t get to finish his words as he froze up just as Jason appeared a second later, the invisibility was cancelled due to taking a hostile action by casting his spell to hold a person in place. The next instant, another fogbank engulfed the entire area and hid anything more than five feet away, leaving Jason alone directly behind the pair of idiots. His first attack with his sword was true as he felt strangely at peace when his blade went clean through the neck of the cleric, who he had previously spared, before the cleric even knew what had happened. Next, he looked at the other idiot as he shoved his sword through the throat, causing the man’s body to go limp as the life drained from him. Jason quickly looted both of them and as he did so, he found what could only be a bag of holding on them and smiled as he saw all 33 of his followers break through the mist in a shield wall formation. The formation Hazel had shouted out was the default that they had gone with for breaking through. They had just needed Bradley to arrive and take up the point of the spear, so to speak. As they caught sight of Jason and the two bodies, more than one faltered before Jason shouted out while tucking away the bag of holding to investigate later.
“Turn and prepare to do battle. If they wish to continue this foolishness, we will add their bodies to the pile of dead!”
At Jason’s words, most of them recovered and turned while a few needed to be nudged before they moved. Even so, they were all turned just as the first man from the other group came stumbling out of the mist. The moment he took in the sight of the two dead idiots, the man dropped his weapons and put his hands up. It wasn’t long before two of the rogues had grabbed him and tied him up while others came stumbling out with various reactions. Some did the same as the first man, while others ran back into the mist, and a few shouted and held their weapon in front of them until the mist dissipated. Seven of the enemy had been captured, but there were still over 40 who now stood in one group, with most looking ready to run but for some reason hadn’t, as Freya’s words entered Jason’s ear once more. Sighing, Jason decided to use a bit of theatrics as from the look of things, most of this group was still level 1, or 2. So, after casting Fly on himself, he flew ten feet into the air looking down at all of them as he spoke.
“Lay down your weapons and we will do you no harm. These two idiots are no more, so you all can go back to whatever you were doing to survive before.”
“Ha, all you’ll do is enslave or kill us if we do that, just like you did to Tobias.”
“That idiot had been chasing me since all of this started. I escaped the first few times, but this time was his third strike. I have no need for slaves, or unwilling companions, as they will only slow us down as we leave this doomed civilization behind.”
“What are you talking about? Besides, if we don’t bring you back, the rest of Tobias’s gang will just blame us for his death and I don’t want to deal with that.”
Jason felt like there was something that was being left unsaid from the looks of hopelessness in the group’s eyes and when he noticed that there were no women in the crowd Jason had a thought.
“Why are there no women in your group?”
“What does it matter to you?”
“That is simple. I know that there should be at least as many women as men alive right now and while I’m at it, why are there nothing but humans in your group?”
“Why do you care?!”
“I see. Alright, toss out the rest of Tobias’s followers and I will take care of the issue of however they are holding your women captive once I get some answers.”
“Hold-”
Just as the man who had been talking was about to continue, another guy hit him in the back of his head, knocking him out as a scuffle followed. When it ended, four more guys were tossed out and tied up as the man who had knocked out the first stood in front of the others. As Jason descended back to the ground since his spell would run out after 5 minutes anyway, the man started to speak.
“Will you really help?”
“As long as it is something I can help with without putting my followers in too much danger. Now tell me what is going on.”
Jason listened to the man’s explanation about how Tobias had taken over the old farm house next to Chumash Park and was in the midst of turning it into a full-on compound. Only he was acting like a tyrant, demanding that everyone do as they are told until order was restored. This had included actions like declaring all women were essential for the future and were to be kept in the compound. He had even started to round up the other races and declare them as part monster. He hadn’t killed any of them, but he had started to capture them and declare that they were basically slaves to be used for the good of the new society that would be created. He had also taken over the church that was just across the parking lot as he split the two groups between both locations. The 50 here was only about half of their men and they had more than double that in women. Apparently, the last night had been a bloody one as that cleric had been the only one on their side and had not been up to the task of dealing with all the undead that made it over the wall. Around 100 men had died and they had all spent that morning moving the bodies out of their vicinity.
From what the man knew, there were only around 20 more men and a few of the women that were completely on board with what Tobias was up to. Still, only the four were left who had reached level 3, with the rest still being level 1, or 2 and from what Jason could figure out, the only reason any of them were even still there, was fear of being on their own. With this information, Jason went over his options as he knew that if the idiot had been in a party with anyone, that they would be aware of his death and be expecting something to go down. What he hadn’t expected was for them to be dumb enough to come charging in. Though considering the fact that Jason had found a bag of holding, it made some sense as he watched them turn the corner.
30 men came with the ten in the back looking completely enraged. Jason instantly wished he had a way to determine who was the strongest among them. The shouts from the bound individuals, about the others turning traitor, was met with a man that Jason recognized from the other morning as one of the goons that had been caught by Hazel’s vines, calling out.
“Cowards! Have you no will for the survival of humans? Do you wish for these monsters to rule us all? Attack them now, or face our wrath!”
Jason just started to clap at how dumb this idiot was as he responded in a purposefully condescending tone.
“Who said anything about ruling over anyone? I think surviving is all that most of us care about. Only a fool would put the control of others as their main priority right now, though some of you seem to fit that bill!”
Jason was happy to see the few men from the group that had just surrendered that had looked like they might attack, had paused at his words as the idiot responded.
“Without leadership, all that exists is a mob, you fool. Are you not leading all the abominations present!?”
“Abominations you say. I see. So you see any that choose to pick a new race as abominations. It doesn’t matter why we made our decision. We can’t have simply said that we like the thought of living an extra few hundred years, or that it helped fix a poor roll in a couple of stats as we try to survive. No, we are abominations. If you agree with that statement, I welcome for you to face me and my three friends. The rest of those with me will stay out of it.”
At Jason’s words, Hazel, Rebecca and Bradley moved closer to him and looked at the 30 people with the best look of fearlessness that they could manage. Bradley and Hazel did fine, but Rebecca looked nervous and the idiot responded looking at Jason like he was crazy.
“You’re a madman. You want to go four against 30?”
“No, I said those who see us as an abomination will be our opponents, unless you are afraid that there won’t be enough of you to stand a chance without attacking at full strength. If so, we can only put your 30 against my 34, unless any of those next to you wish to join my ranks in fighting you. Now what will it be?”
The idiot looked like he had swallowed a fly as Jason’s words hit him and it looked like he was thinking about if he had enough men who would back him, before speaking. The calls from the ten in back that they were with the main idiot, was enough to push him into accepting the fight. This made Jason smile as they all sounded like meatheads from the way they were acting. Jason knew that once they were done with this fight, it would just be a matter of freeing the rest at the makeshift compound from the few of Tobias’s men that would be left. Even so, it looked like it would be ten on four and they needed to survive first, so Jason used his strengthening spell on himself and he had Hazel add her spell that caused his skin to harden as if it was bark, before the man responded.
“Alright, the ten of us will take you on now.”
All ten of them came rushing in and Jason smiled as he shouted his order.
“Becca, inspire courage and all of you get on the lawn. Hazel, be ready to slow them down.”
All of them moved as Jason charged right at the ten fools, with a shield in one hand and a sword in the other, causing everyone to look confused as ten on four had become ten on one. That was until Jason’s first attack cut the head cleanly off one of the men like it was nothing. This caused all but the main idiot to hesitate and worked perfectly for Jason. His armor class (AC) was at 24 and he knew that dice were always being rolled in the background, and apparently, they weren’t being kind to the idiot as he missed completely. As did the five of the others who attacked him, while the two others charged Hazel, Rebecca and Bradley, seemingly not wanting to face Jason for some reason. Still, Jason took a hit on his thigh. Shallow as it was, he could feel the blood start to run down his leg. Jason smiled as he attacked the idiot who hit him in response, and realized he must have hit the femoral artery when blood just poured out of the man, as he fell to the ground struggling to maintain consciousness. The six attacks that came in response glanced off his shield or armor for the most part, but one of them found home and cut his leg near his own femoral artery, to which Jason stabbed out in response. Surprisingly the man didn’t lose consciousness or die. He screamed in agony as he dropped his sword to frantically press a hand to the deep gash on his arm. The five who were left attacked in desperation, almost at the same time the main idiot actually landed a clean hit, and one of the others did so, and Jason became concerned as his health that he had been monitoring dropped to 20 out of 58.
The fact that he could track his health so easily was great as it let him know just how much more he could take, as he rationed his healing abilities. Knowing that he needed to create some distance, Jason used the hole created by the man he had last hit to escape the encirclement, putting the man out of his misery while he did so. Once more, the extra ten feet of movement Jason had from the travel domain came in handy, as he used the mechanics that he knew to his advantage. They proved to be effective as Jason was able to heal himself before the men caught up to him. Allowing Jason to breathe a sigh of relief as the fight tilted in his favor. Still, it had cost him both his level 2 and 3 healing spells.
With that taken care of, Jason reengaged the five remaining men who were chasing him, catching them slightly by surprise at the abrupt change from retreat to attack. Only one of the five men was able to land a damaging hit as Jason stabbed out once more, hitting the leader decently, but not taking him out of the fight. The next five attacks that came were unconcerning as well for Jason, as only one hit cleanly and it was negligible to him, while he got another solid hit on the lead idiot, who now looked worried. Still, he attacked Jason with the other four that were left and Jason took another minor blow, which were starting to add up once more, as Jason landed another strike on the lead idiot. The lead idiot promptly took a step back swinging his blade in vain one last time, before falling unconscious. The other four idiots all missed as well, as Jason swung his sword, once again causing another head to go flying as he did so, prompting the remaining three idiots to finally grow a brain and attempt to run.
Jason almost broke out in laughter as the three survivors ran straight into his followers waiting with rope in hand and were happily tied up, if it meant that they could keep their lives. The fact that the two idiots who had gone after Hazel, Bradley and Rebecca were already tied up as well, meant that the fight was over as the 20 newcomers all had their hands up in surrender.  Jason knew how he was going to accomplish his goal, and he instantly shared it with everyone present.
Two minutes later, 30 of the subdued group were covered in blood and running like their lives depended on it, as Jason’s party and one other gave chase back to their compound. When they were only around 100 feet from it, Jason gave a signal and they fell back as the 30 made it to the gate and quickly forced their way into the undermanned compound. Once they were in, Jason went forward on his own and smiled as he arrived at the open gate, to find the rest of the goons he remembered from the prior morning, while several others looked fearful. Apparently, they had already consolidated to this location when the second group had gone out, to keep enough men around to maintain control. Only, unfortunately for them, it had been easy to overtake them by slipping in the two level 3 male human fighters that were part of Jason’s followers. With only a few men who were interested in maintaining the current status quo, it hadn’t even been a fight as a quick ambush had been all it took to secure the area. This didn’t mean the idiots were quiet when they saw Jason.
“Monster! What spell have you cast on our comrades?” one idiot yelled.
“Ha, the spell of freedom. It is more of an addictive substance that when those who have known it their whole life lose it, well let’s just say that they quickly enter withdrawal,” Jason quipped.
“Huh?”
“He means that all he did was take care of most of the idiots who actually think that the nonhuman races are enemies by default,” interjected the man who Jason felt like calling sucker punch for his earlier actions.
“Murd-mmmh.”
Jason smiled as he had just shoved the dead Tobias’s dirty sock in the man’s mouth as another rope was tied around his head to hold it in. With the vocal idiot silenced, he turned to look at the rest of the crowd and he could see over 200 people, most of whom were women, of which many had not even created their new selves yet. Jason could feel the headache coming on before Freya even spoke to him.
‘Convert them and take them with you to establish my city.’
Jason wanted to know just how many clerics there were out there who weren’t useless, like the idiot he just killed, as he prepared to talk, while the man he was calling sucker punch worked to get everyone to calm down. Jason knew that he would only have a single attempt to persuade this group and he would need to make it count, so letting them become a bit more receptive would be for the best. When they had mostly calmed down and the rest of Jason’s followers had arrived with the ten prisoners, he knew it was time to talk. However, after deciding that any idiots who would completely buy into human supremacy so quickly would only try to interrupt him as he spoke, he had them moved to the nearby parking lot with a few guards. With all of that out of the way and most of the people’s eyes on him showing a mix of worry and apprehension, Jason began his speech.
“Good day and I wish we were meeting under better circumstances, but I will not apologize for the actions that I took to maintain my freedom. Now, the question is, what will you do with the freedom that you have just regained? Will you strike out on your own, or just latch onto whichever group will allow you to join them. Will you cry about how life is unfair as you wait for death to find you, or will you stand up and become the best version of yourself that you can be in this changed world we find ourselves in? Whatever you choose, it is for you to decide. My arrival here could be said to be the workings of my goddess Freya. As her cleric, I have decided to follow her will to survive.”
As Jason paused to let his words sink in, he could tell that he had more than a few of them paying close attention as he continued.
“My goddess has ordered me to seek out followers for her and extend the invitation to journey with us as we seek out a place to establish a city worthy of being the center for her faith. Now, there are a few rules all who follow me must adhere to. First and foremost, you must convert to worshiping Freya as your primary deity, as only her followers will be allowed to live in the city we build. Second, once you join us, I will be taking the time and effort to ensure that you all reach level 3 as quickly as possible. So, once you join, there will be no leaving whenever you feel like it. Make no mistake, I have no desire to keep anyone against their will, but I will not be having anyone that I invested time and effort in, no matter how small, abandon us in our hour of need. Lastly, until you have reached level 5 like myself, Hazel and Rebecca, I will not acknowledge that you have a name and you will remain just a nameless face to me.
“In return, you would be traveling with five clerics and I will share the knowledge we have with you. This is especially important for those of you who have yet to pick a class, as we can help you pick one that will be suited for you and your abilities. That said, there will be an emphasis placed on clerics as it appears that there is a shortage of them and no party should travel anywhere in this world without one. Now, you should all take a few minutes to decide what you will do, but my group will be leaving in 30 minutes if you wish to come with us.”
Before Jason could escape, he received a question from somewhere in the crowd that he couldn’t pinpoint.
“Why are you leaving civilization to build a city from scratch?”
“I am building a city from scratch because all of the existing ones are built based on technology that is dead. Don’t think that I can’t tell that you have already dug an outhouse pit due to no water pressure. The city that we will build will be based off the new reality that we live in, which is to say that a good portion will be built with magic.”
As Jason walked away, Elven-Rogue-One approached him looking like she had a bone to pick with him. Luckily, she seemed content to have those words once they were away from everyone else as they had all stayed behind to talk more with the other people.
“Alright, mister cleric of Freya. Either I am a part of your party, or I’m not. The next time you decide to go up against a bunch of jerks with your party’s aid and you don’t include me, I will take that as you having kicked me out and I won’t join back up!”
Jason just smiled at her as he responded.
“Good, and I’m sorry. I didn’t know if you would be willing to risk yourself like that for a leader that won’t even look at his party list to figure out your name.”
“Look, I get it, your friends just died yesterday and right now Hazel and Rebecca are explaining that to all of the people in there, to clean up after the faceplant you just did at the end of your speech just now. Honestly, if you hadn’t basically said that you would treat them as disposable pawns at the end there, you would have probably had them all clamoring to join up.”
“I am aware, but I won’t hide the reality of the situation just to gain more followers. Besides, if I am going to have them follow me for over 200 miles, they need to be ready to deal with not getting their way.”
“Is that how far we need to go? How long will that even take us?”
“Hopefully it will only take ten days as we walk eight hours a day at three miles an hour. Still, we will need to secure more food now, not to mention we are going to need to survive the nights. We may even have to sleep in the day and move at night.”
“This is going to be a trip straight out of a horror film, isn’t it.”
“No, if we can make it through tonight, the rest should be easy as we will have another crop of clerics, hopefully.”
“Alright, I’m just going to say this to get it out there, but how the hell can you trust Freya? For all you know, we are just a pawn in her game with the other gods.”
“I trust her to want to win that game and at the very least, I have value in her plans. So, while I haven’t ruled out this just being a cruel game to the gods, the only path I have is to trust her as if I don’t, all that awaits me is death.”
“Fine, I’ll accept that for now, as you’re right on us not really having much of a choice. Still, don’t just blindly do what she wants as the rest of our lives are likely not as valuable to her as yours.”
With that Elven-Rogue-One walked away leaving Jason to his thoughts as he mentally went over what would be needed while he looked at their route in his dad’s atlas. They were short on food, but with the bag of holding they could add a few hundred pounds of goods to what he could transport. He could create water for them all to drink with his level 0 spell, and a single channel at the end of each day should take care of any blisters and sunburns that they received along the way. The main issue would be shelter as tents wouldn’t keep the undead at bay and even if they found fenced-in areas to set up camp in, they wouldn’t be able to fortify them. No, the more Jason thought about it, the more that he realized that the undead were going to be a problem. Even if all five clerics used their 41 channels to clear out 41 waves of undead, it would still likely come up short of what would be needed to travel at night as that would be one channel every 12 minutes. If it was just their group, Jason figured they could move in a formation where a single channel could handle a wave and perhaps 41 could last the full night. However, with over 300, they would be spread out too thin and they would likely need to have all five of them channel to clear a single wave that would overwhelm the frontline. As Jason was still mulling over options, Hazel and Rebecca both came over to him and sat next to him.
“So, have you figured it all out yet?” asked Rebecca.
“No, all I can say is that we will need to find a ladder and stick it in the bag of holding that I got off the main idiot. Then we will just walk for around seven hours and start looking for an area with a chain link fence, or something that can fit all of us in it while being defensible each night.”
“At least it’s heading into summer and we have over 12 hours of sunlight each day, so we won’t be rushed,” commented Hazel.
“We will still need to last the whole night and I have a feeling that the more of us there are, the more undead that we are going to attract, even when we leave the populated areas. Then we have all of the animals and monsters that we will have to defend against along the way.”
“Well, I don’t think animals are going to be an issue for the roughly 300 that will be with us, but the undead might be,” responded Hazel, knowing that animals generally avoided groups of people.
“All of them are signing on?”
“All but the ones who were pointed out as the idiot’s main supporters. Now we just need to figure out what to do with them,” grumbled Rebecca.
Jason sighed as he responded, “We kill them Becca, no other real option. If we left them tied up, the undead would get them and if we just leave them, they will just make it harder for the other groups in the area to survive. Still, why did they all agree to come?”
“You,” sighed Hazel. “As much of an idiot as you are for having your no-name rule, a bunch of them got the why and the fact that they know where they stand makes them feel like at least you’re genuine. Just don’t get any ideas on taking advantage of the male to female ratio.”
“Hazel, the hottest woman in the world could come walk up to me right now and I wouldn’t be tempted. Right now isn’t the time for picking up women and yes, that goes for both of you as well. To be clear, I am not saying that won’t change, but not until we have met our other needs. I believe Maslow has a point in his hierarchy of needs and while many put sex in the physiological needs of the first tier, it’s not until the third tier, that comes after we have safety secured, that love comes along. So, unless you’re looking for me to use you as you use me and ruin any chance for a real thing, just focus on the mission to secure the first two needs.”
“Are we ever going to have the first two tiers covered though?” responded Hazel.
“Jason, we aren’t going to push things right now,” interjected Rebecca. “It would just feel like a horror movie where the monsters show up while we are in the middle of it at this point, but don’t ignore us either. Eventually, we will decide that the first two are good enough and expect you to make a decision.”
“If you two ask me to choose which one of your hearts I crush, I might as well crush them both now and take advantage of the male to female ratio. Now let’s drop it as if we continue to talk about it right now, all it will do is rile us up and right now we need to try and get to the edge of Fillmore before night fall.”
“Fine, we will accept that for now,” replied Hazel, cutting Rebecca off before she could talk. “Just be ready to accept the consequences of refusing to choose when they come.”
“You’re just going to let him off with that?” Rebecca huffed.
“Becca, for right now, yes. We will need to come up with a solution on our own and we will talk later.”
“Hazel, you’re not in charge of me anymore, so don’t think I am just going to let you dictate things.”
“Becca, do you really want to do this in front of Jason?”
“Yeah, I do. Why wouldn’t I?”
“Didn’t I tell you two that I need you not to fight?” interjected Jason in a frustrated tone.
“You did, but sorry, this one has to happen, as much as I wish it didn’t,” grumbled Hazel. “Becca, we have two options that don’t end in one, or both of us, hating the other. One we just flip a coin and the winner gets to have the first go at trying to make things work out, or we just share him.”
“You want to share him?”
“No, but it would beat always having us get into it like this, and with the world flipped upside down it makes more sense now. Besides, if we don’t lock him down, how long will it be before someone else will, especially with all the women who we just added?”
Rebecca just blinked as Jason looked at Hazel like she had grown an extra head as he cut in.
“What in the world makes you think that I want to have to deal with two women?”
“Jason, are you going to tell me with a straight face that if Becca and I had pulled you into a room and jumped your bones, that you would have said no a week ago?”
“Yes, a week ago I didn’t even realize that you two were even interested in me. I know I should have been hit over the head with a clue-by-four much sooner, but yeah. Do I, or did I, strike you as someone after quick and easy sex?”
“Jason, be honest with me. Have you even touched boobs?” asked Hazel.
“No, what does that have to do with any of this?”
“Becca, if we don’t work together, we are both probably going to lose him when someone slips into his bed.”
“I don’t know, you seem to be ruining your own chances right now. I could just be the one to slip into his bed.”
“If either of you slip into my bed and try to seduce me, you better hope it works as if it doesn’t, I will never even consider either of you. That goes for any woman that tries to take that route. Now, can we drop this and leave before the others come over?”
“Jason, if I agreed to Hazel’s idea of sharing you, would you turn us away?”
“For heaven’s sake, I’m just going to flip a coin, heads Becca, tails Hazel!”
As Jason tossed the copper piece, with the face of Freya on one side and a cat on the other, in frustration before either of them could protest, he thought to himself how dumb it was. He would have been fine with either of them if they weren’t always at each other’s throats when it came to him, but if they kept this up, he wouldn’t consider either of them when the time came. So, when the coin landed on its smooth edge, which he felt should have been impossible, he was pissed as he figured Freya was messing with him as he grumbled in frustration.
“Well, it looks like fate has said neither of you, so we should just drop it.”
“Or it is saying both of us,” retorted Hazel with a smirk on her face.
“Or it could just be saying that it is not the time to make a choice,” offered Rebecca hesitantly, trying to delay the argument.
“Let’s just go with that one and drop it and get out of here. Look, the others are making their way over here,” responded Jason.
Jason made his way over to the crowd and looked them over, and found that there was a smattering of magic, stealth, and melee classes among the new group. Once he included the ten he had picked up along the way, Jason found that there were 24 totally classless people who hadn’t even chosen their race. Some of them had rolled their stats already, but either way, Jason knew that he needed to get some of them to become clerics if he wanted this group to make it in the long run. However, before that, there was an execution that needed to be taken care of.
In total there were 22 people currently tied up and under guard, who had been pointed out as being the core of the idiot’s group. As Jason approached them, he took note of the three women who looked scared and he picked one of them as his target as he cast his first level spell, charm person. This would make her see Jason as a friend as he asked her a few questions as he removed her gag.
“Hello, are you alright?”
“No, I’m scared.”
“Why are you scared?”
“Because I don’t know what is going to happen to me and the world has gone crazy. I just want to go back to drinking wine with my friends as we worry about the next PTA meeting.”
“Ah, so how did you end up with this group?”
“I just kind of did. Us humans got to stick together after all. We don’t need any of those freaks who joined the monsters by becoming something else telling us what to do.”
“So, if all of you were free, what would you do?”
“Keep working to change the world back to the way it was when it was only humans around, before all the freaks and monsters showed up.”
“And what do all the freaks deserve?”
“If they are useful, they can work for us. If not, same as any animal that is useless.”
“So, you would kill them?”
“Nah, one of the men would take care of that. I’d just train the ones who are useful.”
Jason wanted to throw up while he talked like everything she was saying wasn’t complete trash to get information out of her, as he asked the last question.
“And all of the ones next to you think the same way?”
“Far as I know, it’s why we are all over here. I just hope the freak who is in charge lets us go, so we can get back to doing the Lord’s work.”
Jason made a motion and the gag was shoved back in the woman’s mouth, before he turned to the over 300 people watching. While he did this, he ignored the panic in the eyes of all the restrained individuals who had all been trying to get the woman to shut up, since all she was doing was condemning them all. Jason didn’t like the taste of what he was about to do, but he knew if he didn’t do it, he would be making a mistake.
“I am sure some of you are wondering why that woman was so talkative and acted like I was her friend. So, let me clear that up for you before anything else. I used a spell that makes her see me as her trusted friend, that she failed to resist. I did this so that I could be sure that this group really are a cancer at this point and that my next actions were truly needed. Part of me thinks that I should have all of you take a vote on whether they live, or die, but all that would do is create divisions amongst ourselves and we can’t afford that at this point. The day you all have voices in many of the choices that affect your lives again, will be the day when we have walls to keep the monsters out and can sleep soundly once more. That said, life will never be the same and some choices will be forever beyond us, like do I want the name brand, or generic of something, and whether or not the death penalty will be a thing. While I would rather sentence these 22 people to hard labor and try to reform them, that is not the world we live in currently. It is where I hope to be in a year or two, but unfortunately my choices are either leave them tied up and let the undead or monsters get them, free them, or kill them.”
Jason took a breath as he gauged the crowd’s reaction, which were mixed from what he could tell before he continued.
“If I free them, it will only hurt any other survivors in the area and could even plant the seeds of an enemy that needn’t have been allowed to mature. To leave them to the undead would risk them escaping, unless we stayed here to watch, which would just be wrong on so many levels. So, the only option is to kill them and be done with it. This decision is my own and none of you must agree with it and if you wish to leave due to it, now is your chance.”
When none of those who seemed to have been troubled decided to leave, Jason was surprised, yet he knew the will to survive could make a person accept many things that they normally wouldn’t. Seeing this, Jason turned to look at the group who had yet to even complete the initial process and were still normal people and spoke.
“Normally it would fall to me the leader to carry out this ugly business and I will, if none of those who have yet to complete making their new selves wish to harvest the experience. Therefore, if any of you are willing to perform the execution, please step forward, but know that I will not be disappointed, or upset if none of you wish to, as I don’t either.”
Jason had expected hesitation from the group, but instead was surprised when two women with tan skin and dark hair came forward. From what he could remember, both of them had been found hiding in a metal shed at one of the homes Freya had told him to search and from what he could tell, they were sisters. Still, Jason had kept them from telling him anything and just offered to bring them along, to which they agreed. Now they both looked like they were determined to do this as they stopped in front of Jason and the slightly older-looking one spoke.
“We would like to kill enough of them to reach level two and complete creating our new selves. We both have already rolled the dice and we know that we are short one or two points in wisdom, and are a point over the charisma requirements to become clerics. That said, we both intend to select the undine race which will make up for this shortcoming. All we ask is that you help guide us in learning to follow the teachings of Goddess Freya.”
“Very well. The first thing that you must do when you return to the space where you level up, is ensure that you accept the option to convert to our goddess’s worship. Also, are you two sure that this is what you wish to do?”
This time the younger of the pair answered in a tone of resignation.
“Jason, wish and want have nothing to do with it. We need to do this, even if only to help us accept the world for what it has become.”
“I see. In that case, be sure that you take no pleasure in what you are about to do as there is no honor in it, but also feel no guilt as it is a necessary action. If no others wish to step forward, I will allow these two to accept the experience of all 22 of them.”
When none did, Jason made sure to split the group up evenly by what he expected their levels to be to make the pair have even experience. He also instructed the pair not to be shaken when it took multiple attempts to kill some of them and as a mercy, he had Rebecca use her lullaby spell on the prisoners. This served to stop their crying and struggling, helping the sisters get over what they were doing, as well as allowed the prisoners to die in a much more peaceful and possibly humane manner. Still, the bloody sight that followed as the sisters killed each and every one of the prisoners was nothing that the faint of heart should watch, as they both couldn’t stop crying from the moment that they attacked the first one and the reality of taking a life hit them. More than once Jason almost stepped in and many in the crowd couldn’t bear to watch the bloody mess that they became, as they sobbed nonstop as they killed one after another. When the last of the 22 prisoners had been executed, the two sisters broke down completely, hugging each other tightly. Jason let them have some time as they recovered, until they finally stood back up and he warned them before creating water using his level 0 spell, to help wash at least some of the blood off of them. After that, he turned to the crowd and spoke.
“It is done. Their blood is on my hands, no one else’s! Now, either follow me, or stay here! Also, the 30 of you who need to reach level 2 so you can complete your new selves need to split yourselves up among the clerics. 19 of you will be with me, while the other 11 need to split yourselves between the other three clerics’ parties. Everyone else, defensive positions. All spellcasters need to be at least one row in from the back and front and only use level 0 spells unless absolutely necessary, as we may need your stronger spells tonight.”
With that Jason turned and started his walk along Henderson Road, until they reached the end of it, crossed the 118, and started to walk directly on the 126 eastbound, as they passed one abandoned vehicle after another. Like everywhere else, the scars of battle were littered all around, with evidence of blood splashed everywhere forming the occasional puddle of crimson liquid drying into brown patches here, or there. The difference was that all of the dead had risen already and as they passed by the areas not near any substantial structures they were constantly running into small groups of undead. These undead had taken refuge from the sun under trucks, the shadows of signs, or anything that they could find. This meant that they were constantly dealing with one zombie jump scare after another. However, Jason just ignored these and let the level 2 and up melee classes deal with these, while getting support from the spellcasters. This mainly came in the form of level 0 spells, like light spells, to check under vehicles and ones that unleashed beams of frost, or small shocks, to attack them before they jumped out. Once the zombies were taken care of, they would salvage whatever had been on the deceased before and anything else that dropped. While they rarely ever faced more than a few zombies at once, there had been twice that Jason needed to use a channel. Once was when over 28 zombies came charging out of the back of a semi-truck and he channeled, with it followed by one from the gnomish cleric in his party, as his hadn’t been quite enough to one shot them. The second time had been when they reached a bridge that over 50 zombies had hidden under. Unlike the last one, that time his channel had been enough to deal with all of them in a single burst of positive energy.
Jason would have liked to say that they hadn’t attracted anything other than undead along the way, but that would be a lie. He could see more of the misshapen rat-like dogs eating the zombies they killed after they passed. At least it looked like they were smart enough to not attack a group of 300 plus. That was more than could be said for the people who came up to the group, acting like they owned part of the road and expected a toll when they reached Santa Paula. This group had given Jason the feel of one of the local gangs from the way they acted and he realized that this new world would be perfect for those kinds of groups to take over. The only issue was the blood that would flow as the rival factions fought one another and the group that they had come across was definitely not going to have a chance to participate. Their mistake had been seeing all the women with Jason and thinking that they were refugees, and the 80 of them stood a chance against the over 300 of them. Still, Jason had needed to be smart as this group actually had a cleric with them, so he simply ordered all melee fighters to the front and had all of the spellcasters launch level 0 spells at them.
While Jason and his followers hadn’t left that fight unscathed, it had been one sided. The 80 hadn’t even lasted 30 seconds, before the few survivors were running with their tails between their legs. They had suffered five deaths from the fight and several wounds that could have been fatal, if the other clerics hadn’t used a few channels before they all started moving once more. It was also directly after this fight that a group of 20 women, who looked like they had been captured by the group of 80, had ended up joining Jason’s following. With this being their first day and them getting a late start, Jason had them stop just before reaching Fillmore as planned, since they found an orchard with an open area large enough for them to lay in with an intact chain link fence around it.
That night was more annoying than anything, with only a few dozen skeletons even attacking them and only in ones and twos. These were all easily dispatched by the guards, earning the group very little in the way of experience points. Still, it was a confirmation that once they escaped civilization, the undead would be much less of an issue and the other monsters seemed to be smart enough to avoid such a large group. The only thing of note that had Jason worried, was when he saw a black ant that he would have expected to be a quarter of the size of a short grain of rice, that was the size of said grain of rice. He was worried at just what this could mean, as it was only day three and he knew that the entire world was leveling up.
(*****)




Day 4

The next morning Jason awoke for the first time without paying Freya a visit in the white room. Furthermore, he knew that the sisters who had performed the executions were the only ones who had reached level 2 out of the group of regular humans. As Jason looked for them, it didn’t take long to spot them since they both now stood out with pale turquoise skin, long turquoise hair, blue eyes, finlike ears as well as webbed hands and feet. They were clearly no longer human and as undine, the pair were clearly by far the most notably distinct, alongside gnomes, of the races represented in the group. They also held bags full of two days’ worth of food as the stock that Jason had originally bought had barely lasted the day yesterday thanks to the new additions. This could become a major issue as it would still be a good while before they would be in a situation where they wouldn’t need to worry about food and at five silver pieces a day, the expense would add up. The fact that the reaction to the cheap alternative had been one of disgust from those who had tried it, let him know that it wasn’t a good option. Additionally, transporting any large quantity of food also presented issues which still needed to be solved.
“Here you are Jason as requested, the food and our leftover gold from creating our new selves. May Freya bless us,” spoke the older-looking of the Undine pair.
‘Tell them that their goddess is pleased with them,’ came a whisper from Freya.
“Freya is pleased with you and your willingness to serve her. Now, welcome to the clergy. Just be prepared to have more asked of you than the others.”
“That’s fine. We need to stay busy, or we will just lose ourselves in this new world,” commented the younger of the pair.
“What is that?” cut in the elder of the pair pointing to the west.
As Jason turned to look, he could see a pillar of black smoke rising from around where Santa Paula should be and he couldn’t help but frown as he knew that it was likely the first of many such events.
“That would be what happens when something catches fire when no fire department is able to fight a blaze. Just another thing on the list of reasons modern towns and cities are just death traps now, to be aware of. Just ignore it. All that we can do is escape it for now and we don’t want to be here when the refugees come.”
At Jason’s words, the pair nodded and joined him in waking the rest of the camp, other than those who were on the last guard shift. Once they were all awake and had gotten some food in their bellies, it was back to walking for them as they passed over the nearby bridge, bringing Fillmore into sight, or what was left of it. From what Jason could see, it looked like a battle had taken place, with the 126 acting as the no man’s land for the two sides. The fact that it looked like all of the dead were fresh just raised his guard even higher, as he frowned and ordered his followers to be ready to fight at a moment’s notice. When they drew closer, Jason could see that the battle was clearly at more of a pause than a conclusion. On each side of the road were people clearly staring one another down as many of those in the middle of the road cried out for help weakly. Jason was frustrated at the sight of around 1,000 on each side, with another 200 or so littered in the road and he figured that this must be a good chunk of the people who were left in Fillmore, as it had only had around 15,000 residents to start with. Perhaps they weren’t hit with the undead as bad and managed to take only minor losses from the undead. Still, Jason would be surprised to find more than a few thousand more people in the whole town, with what the last few days had been like for him.
Just as Jason was about to call for his followers to go the long ways around, he caught sight of two runners, one from the right and the other from the left side of the road, headed toward him. When the pair were about 200 feet from him, they started to fight each other and it wasn’t long before the one from the left side of the conflict was lying on the ground as the other one limped the rest of the way over. Jason sighed knowing that he couldn’t simply bypass this situation without pissing off both sides as the messenger arrived.
“You there, what affiliation are you and what are you doing here with so many?”
“Affiliation is none but our own and we are just passing through,” responded Jason.
“Unless you wish to be added to the pile in the road, you will give a clear answer.”
“I did, we claim no town any longer and we are planning to resettle in the wilderness.”
“Affiliation is not your city but your god.”
“Don’t tell me that all of the death I see in front of me is due to a religious war.”
“What does that matter? Now what god do you all serve?”
Jason didn’t like the fact that religious fanaticism was already so strong, though considering that clerics could heal people and easily defeat the undead, it did make some sense. If Jason had to guess, he would say that there had been a few dozen clerics when all the fighting in Fillmore started, but that had likely changed to just a few now and each side was fighting for dominance. Still, he knew that he had to declare his alignment regardless of the consequences as he knew that not doing so at this point would likely anger Freya.
“My goddess is Freya, the goddess of love and war, leader of the mighty Valkyries. Now, are you going to allow us to pass, or do we need to force our way through?”
“You care not who I serve?”
“I care not as it is clearly a god who seems to value mindless struggles for dominance over the survival of their followers. Now are you going to clear the way, or do I need to bypass you?”
“You care not. How can you say that you serve a god and not care about who others serve, and who says that you will be allowed to bypass us?”
“You do not follow me so who you serve is your deal not mine and how will you stop me from avoiding your little skirmish? It is clear that you are stuck in a stalemate and can’t disengage without suffering heavy losses. Now good day to you. I hope you don’t poison birds when they eat you.”
“You dare mock the followers of the great Quetzalcoatl, god of the sky and human creation?”
“If you are his follower, then yes. Honestly, your focus should be on survival, not dominance and if you think your god wants any town that currently exists you are blind. Now, farewell.”
Jason turned his back to the fool who looked incensed and he didn’t even need the warning Freya gave him to avoid the lunging attack, as he sidestepped and brought his sword down to kill the injured fool. Without even taking the time to loot the body, Jason directed his followers to move to the riverbed and just as he suspected, no one came to stop them. Though as they made it to about mid-way past the town, it became clear that others had left Fillmore this way as well. Even so, Jason was unconcerned as it looked like only small groups had done so, and it wasn’t long before they returned to the 126 and back to dealing with the occasional zombie jump scare. The next town they passed was Piru and if it weren’t for the lake above it with the same name that Jason had been tubing on several times, he wouldn’t have even known the name without the sign boards. With a population under 3,000, it was really just an afterthought for most as they made their way to Six Flags Magic Mountain, where Jason had first ridden a roller coaster in middle school after making the honor roll in sixth grade. As much as Jason was curious to see what had become of the theme park, with the arrival of the apocalypse, he knew it would be a terrible idea.
While Jason was reminiscing about his childhood, Piru came into view and from what he could tell, the town had not fared well. The streets had plenty of blood on them from what he could see in the small area visible from the road. Jason was about to bypass it when Freya prompted him to investigate the town. Frowning, Jason directed his followers to take a break and rest, before he would lead them into what felt like a zombie nest.
“We’re going in there, aren’t we,” commented Hazel.
“That’s the idea. Not going to say it’s a good one, or mine, but it’s what we are doing.”
“Do you even question what Freya is thinking when she tells you to do something?”
“All the time. This time I am thinking that we are going to find survivors to join us, easy experience, or something that we need.”
“Should we really be taking on more followers? It is going to be tight to feed just the ones we currently have.”
“I am aware, but once we find somewhere to settle, they won’t starve so long as you are around. I just wish that we had a few more druids to help you.”
“From the looks of things, druids might be rarer than clerics. After all, it requires high wisdom and a love of nature. Though here in California, you would think that there would be plenty of the second one.”
“It is the neutral alignment requirement that is likely causing the issue as many environmentalists are definitely not neutral on the topic. There are also many of them that feel like they are striving for good despite not complying with the world’s laws in many cases.”
“Well, yeah, so they could still pick to be neutral good like I did.”
“Most of them likely didn’t. I don’t know about you, but when I selected my alignment, chaotic good felt true to who I am. Though I could see a few druids coming out of the 420 crowd as they just want to enjoy life as it comes to them.”
“Oh, yeah and they were also likely the first to die when they tried to make friends with a skeleton.”
Jason had to hold in a laugh at the face Hazel was making while picturing what he thought of as a tall guy with shaggy hair and a poor excuse of facial hair trying to high-five a skeleton.
“You should see about getting a few of our followers to become druids if they roll a good wisdom, but bad charisma.”
“True, maybe I’ll do that when we stop for the night.”
“Alright, let’s get this over with.”
Jason called for everyone to form up in a defensive formation, with the outer row holding shields as they made their way into the town. It wasn’t long before they started to find the residents of the town, or at least what had become of them, as they passed by what looked like a processing area for the local orchards. Out poured at least 1,000 zombies and Jason didn’t even hesitate to charge straight at them while casting his spell that hid him from the undead. Once he found himself in the middle of the zombie horde, he let loose a channel and was relieved to see all of the undead in the affected area fall. The empty space that had been created was quickly filled and he channeled once more as the other clerics behind the shield wall did the same. The result was the death of all but a few stragglers that could be easily handled by the melee fighters. When the fight was over, Jason was happy to see 2,832 experience had been gained, bringing him within 1,000 of reaching level 6. It also ensured that his 17 followers who needed to create their new selves would have a chance to do just that, if they survived the night.
As the fight came to a close and they started to loot the former zombies, Jason decided that he would have them start clearing the nearby houses to look for any food. He was just about to start putting together four teams based around the level 3 clerics when more of Piru’s residents, this time the living kind, approached. In the lead was a Catholic priest followed by a group of five men who looked worried as they looked at Jason’s group.
“Greetings good people. I thank you for handling that horde of vile demons. I am-”
“Stop right there, priest. I have no desire to know your name as it will just cause me to care.”
“Why would you fear caring?”
“How many of the demons that we just vanquished were once members of your congregation before the world became what it is now?”
“The lord works in mysterious ways. I am sure that his judgment is still ongoing as we face the temptations of power.”
Jason sighed, as he knew that the words he was about to exchange would be harsh and likely cause the priest to rebuke him, but as Freya’s prophet, he knew that he had to do so. To do otherwise would be an insult to her and likely the other gods that he was sure existed somewhere. Even if Jason admired the priest’s conviction and dedication to his faith, after the events of the past few days.
“Mysterious is fair, though if you are going to hold to your faith that he is the only god watching over us now, you may want to rethink that.”
“Ah, so you have begun to truly follow one of the ones who plunged our world into this state. I will pray for your soul.”
“Did they plunge us into this state, or did our creator ask for their aid to save at least some of us from ourselves? What if the world had been on the brink of complete annihilation and the price of saving us his children was to release us from his care?”
“Why would he need to take such action when he is the lord and creator of all?”
“The ten commandments say ‘Thou shalt have no other gods before me.’ If there were no other gods, why even mention not worshiping them? Who is to say that he was just our god and creator and other gods are the same for their own worlds? Who says that our creator didn’t have a creator of his own before he created us?”
“You speak blasphemy. The Father, Son and Holy Ghost are the beginning and end of everything. Before them was nothing and there will be nothing without them!”
“So then, what are we experiencing?”
“It must be the apocalypse and we all need to hold to our faith that we may be saved when the day of judgment comes.”
“You may be right, but I will focus on living for as long as I can. As far as I am concerned, our god is at best still out there watching our world be reborn through struggle and strife, or at worst has washed his hands of us completely. Either way, I know that other gods do exist. Nothing else makes any sense to explain what I have experienced. If your only answer is to shout blasphemy and cry that it is the apocalypse, I have nothing more to say to you.”
“You may be beyond saving, but those behind you are not. I see many who like myself rejected to accept the curse of the deceivers.”
“Unfortunately, they have all already made a covenant to worship Freya when they started to follow me and I will not be having you plant dissension in our ranks any more than you already have. Now return to your flock as meager as they may be and if I were you I would look for a new place to call home, as Fillmore is currently at war with itself. It won’t be long before whichever side wins there starts to branch out and try to draw in more survivors.”
Jason could see the mix of fear and rage on the priest’s face as the men behind him looked fearful and one of them spoke before the priest could.
“What is your intention in our town?”
“Clear some homes of monsters if there are any, gather food that will last for a good while and move on.”
“Where are you going?”
“Only those who follow me will ever know that.”
“Are you still accepting followers?”
“What has gotten into you!” exclaimed the priest.
“You have just said pray and repent this whole time. Sorry, but I want to survive and they just cleared out those zombies that we could only barricade ourselves against last night. We won’t last a week if we stay here.”
“You would damn your soul to survive in this temporary existence a bit longer?”
“Who says my soul will be damned, or not? What I do know is that if we stay, we will die. None of us have a chance to survive and have been stuck in that mission since all of this started, and we ran out of food last night.”
“He’s right. We need to do something, or we’re dead in a week, tops,” offered another of the men and was echoed by a third.
Seeing that it was going to take a while, Jason ordered the teams to move out and start clearing houses. By the time the three teams had started to head to the houses, the six men had gone from sensibly talking to having a shouting match and Jason decided that it was time to intervene.
“Alright, I get it, you are divided on whether preserving your mortal life, or saving your eternal soul should take priority. So just decide on an individual level, unless you have an all-or-nothing mentality.”
“You would have us abandon our friends?” retorted the man who first spoke up.
“One must have their own affairs in order before they start meddling in another’s. I will not force any to follow me, but once they do, there will be no turning back casually. Now, just how many of you are there?”
“About 200, unless anyone has made it in the houses.”
“So just let them each decide for themselves, but…”
Jason took a moment to explain the rules for those that follow him as well as what to expect as far as food and travel. He told them all that they had an hour before his group moved on and went about organizing another support team for his own house clearing team. This of course had Bradley, Hazel, Rebecca and Elven-Rogue-One, as well as a few more melee fighters. Over the next hours, the four teams managed to clear 89 homes and they only ran into a few undead along the way. The worst of these had been a half-eaten Doberman that had leaped out of a closet and bitten the sword hand of one of the temporary members of Jason’s party. Luckily, the man had a bracer on and a large bruise was all that they got from the scare, and they had gathered up more food than could be carried. So, priority was being given to pastas and other durable and long-lasting foods, especially those high on salt. While it wasn’t a concern yet, Jason knew one of the major snags that building a settlement would hit was the need for salt. There was a reason that it had been as valuable as gold at points in history and while food that was high in it was currently abundant, once they started to grow their own it was likely that issues would arise. To help mitigate this issue, he had already stored 50 pounds of salt, that had been found from plundering, in the bag of holding. As a human needed at least around three pounds of salt a year, these 50 pounds wouldn’t even last a group of 300 for 20 days.
As Jason was thinking this over, the man who had seemed interested in joining his group arrived with around 60 people behind him. It looked like he was once again picking up followers. After confirming that they were fine with the rules that Jason had, he went about organizing them before they departed and once more found themselves dealing with abandoned vehicles and occasional zombies. As they walked, Jason could hear those behind him talking as the roughly 60 people who had just joined exchanged stories about their experiences so far. As Jason thought over the group that had just joined them, he found himself disappointed that all of them had already picked a class. Apparently, the priest had tilted his pitch to target anyone who had yet to accept the new gods and the 20ish normal humans that had been in town were convinced by it. Still, the additional forces would be useful when it was time to build a functioning settlement. He just hoped that there would be enough clerics to go around.
It was late in the afternoon when they passed through another small town of just over 3,000 called Val Verde. Unlike Piru though, a major commercial complex was built right next to the town that covered more area than the town did and likely used to employ more people. Jason figured that many of the cars they had passed getting here had been from said employees trying to get home when the old world ended. Still, it was insane to see what the tiny town had become as it looked like they had been hit worse than Piru had, since most of the buildings had been broken into. Jason paused for a second before deciding against doing any investigations as they needed to find a place to make camp. What had surprised Jason was when 15 survivors appeared, looking shell-shocked and begging to be allowed to join them. When they agreed to share what had transpired and abide by the same rules as everyone else without any hesitation, Jason let them join. Though he wasn’t sure if they would be much help if they didn’t recover from whatever had them on edge.
As they walked out of the town, the newcomers told Jason about how the first few nights hadn’t been that bad, but everything went to crap after that. Then last night more zombies than they could count came streaming out of the commercial area, flooding the town and the only reason any of them had survived was due to luck. Apparently, zombies didn’t like pools and the 15 of them just happened to make it to the community one when everything had been going down. This little tidbit of information made Jason wonder if it was the water itself, or something else like chlorine that made them avoid it. Either way, it was something to experiment with one day and see if they could find a way to apply what they discovered to their settlement to improve its defenses against undead as they created it. With new information and ideas bouncing around Jason’s head, the group continued to walk until it was time to make camp for the night.
Jason frowned as he looked over the horse corral that they were setting up in for the night. From the look of this, it had been empty for a while before everything had gone to crap. The issue was the fence was easier to climb, or go under, meaning that if they had to face a horde of undead tonight, it wouldn’t slow them down as much. They also weren’t as far as Jason would have liked from Val Verde, but if they didn’t stop now, they would have to risk being caught in the open. So, Jason had made the call to make use of the horse corral and they started by taking out a bunch of painter tarps that had been salvaged from one of the homes in Piru. After laying them down to act as a barrier between the ground and them, they set up their camp by laying down the bedrolls that most had bought from the store in the white room, or picked up along the way. Once more, Jason was grateful for the fact that the weather was warm enough to sleep outside without issue as they all got ready to sleep under the stars for the second night in a row. At this point they had just around 400 people and space was tight in the corral, even with around 80 of them acting as guards on each of the five shifts. Jason planned to take the first shift once the initial wave of undead had been dealt with, as that would be an all-hands affair. After that, one of the level 3 clerics would take over, with each of them handling one of the shifts to ensure that a sudden wave of undead didn’t overwhelm the camp before others could be woken. Jason just hoped that they would have enough channels to make it through the night if the horde from Val Verde showed up. He felt like if they didn’t add more clerics soon, they wouldn’t have a chance once more hordes started to wander.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, he could feel a sinking feeling in his gut as the first skeletons came into being. While it was only a few dozen at first, it was clear that it was going to be a long night when the first group of zombies came into view and met with the front line. It was still only a few, but when it only took a single hit before most of his followers needed to be pulled off the front line, it was nerve racking. Even so, Jason knew that he needed to preserve his seven remaining channels for if and when the front lines were wavering. There was also the issue of the fact that only slashing attacks worked well on zombies, and only bludgeoning on skeletons. To overcome this issue, the front line was set up to alternate, with the plan of working in teams of two, switching between defending or attacking, based on what kind of enemy they faced. However, the issue was that everyone was still clumsy in their movements, especially when they tried to coordinate with a near stranger. Jason had already witnessed more than one injury that had been caused by someone overswinging, or simply misjudging things and hitting an ally, or themselves. Still, with the two undine clerics and those who had yet to create their new selves working together to do basic first aid for the injured, while waiting for Jason to order the first channel of the night, no lives had been lost. Still, Jason felt like if things kept up like this, he would need to order the channel to heal the wounded, regardless of the number of undead attacking them.
It was an hour later and the tide of undead had been steady and each of the undine clerics had channeled once so far, when Jason saw the horde and knew that things were going to get rough. What must have been at least 3,000 zombies were coming for them like a wall of rotting flesh and all Jason could think of was how they seemed to be moving in an orderly manner. The roughly 1,000 that they had dealt with during the day had all been disordered in their attack, like everything else they had faced so far. This difference made Jason feel like something was different in this group and sure enough, mixed into the horde of undead was what looked like a few more advanced ones. To make matters worse, the zombies seemed to be attacking any skeletons that wandered into their way, confirming to Jason that this group was adapting and evolving. If they were allowed to continue to grow, they could become a major issue for the world and instantly he thought of what the scene in the major cities must be like, with millions to feed the undead horde. Still, this was one horde that was doomed to disappear here as Jason called out orders.
“Clerics and their guards, prepare to step forth and do our duty, for ourselves and the world!”
As Jason spoke, he held his sword in the air, leaning towards the direction that they would be moving as all the clerics except for the two undines prepared to move forward. At fifty feet across, the corral was a perfect size for channeling as the horde started to climb over its fences. Still, as the four of them gathered in the center, it was clear that the horde would not be easily culled as it spread out to wrap around the entire corral. Seeing this, Jason frowned as he called out another order.
“Everyone, stand strong and prepare to hold firm. Clerics, after the initial strike, move to support at the corners. Save at least three channels if possible. Now, prepare to fight for the right to live!”
Just as Jason finished this order, the front line of zombies came over the fence and were now a step away from being able to attack the frontline. It was then that Jason channeled. He watched as the undead continued to move and his channel was followed by two of the other clerics, before the first group fell and they dispersed to the other areas to ensure that the line held. The good news was that everyone who had taken damage had been healed by the three channels and those who had been pulled from the battle due to their wounds were ready to rejoin the struggle. When the front line was completely engaged, Jason let out another channel and frowned when once more none of the zombies fell, before he unleashed another wave of positive energy. This time, all the undead in range fell and a cheer went up from his allies who had gone from the brink of disaster to doing well. Still, there had been more than a few that weren’t as lucky who now lay dead, but Jason didn’t have time to mourn the fallen as the next wave reached them and he let out his fourth channel of the battle.
“Goddess Freya, hear me and lend me your favor in sending these bodies onto their final resting place!”
Jason was relieved when his channel cleared out most of the remaining zombies, though one particularly nasty-looking one remained and Jason knew that leaving it be would be a mistake.
“Becca, start singing. Hazel, I need the extra defense!”
As he finished talking, he cast his strength-enhancing spell on himself when he felt the other two effects take hold. He then broke formation and charged into the remaining undead, aiming at the one that gave him a bad feeling. He frowned as his first attack missed and quickly avoided the attack that came, before slashing out and connecting with a decent blow. But it wasn’t enough to finish it off as the other undead started to close in. Luckily, the other undead didn’t seem to be in a hurry as Jason had three more exchanges with the undead, before he was able to land a solid hit that finished it off. At this point, he was in danger of being completely surrounded and he started to move as he called out more orders.
“Becca, drop your performance and conserve your power! Everyone else, I am going to kite the undead for a while. Focus on defeating the stragglers!”
With an AC of 24, Jason knew that as long as he wasn’t surrounded and caught flatfooted, he would be able to dodge most, if not all of the undead’s attacks. The first step was to break out of the encirclement and for the next half hour he nimbly moved around, reducing the number of undead that were attacking his followers. This didn’t come without a cost as Jason would take an occasional hit, due to the sheer number of attacks that had come his way which had added up, requiring him to utilize his healing spells to keep himself alive. Still, he was able to keep the effort up until the last zombie had fallen and there didn’t seem to be more undead nearby, so the cleanup started to take place. Working in teams, every single defeated undead was stripped of anything worthwhile and moved 100 feet downwind from the corral. At the same time, the injured were gathered next to the two undine clerics who used a few more of their channels to heal them. Once all of this was taken care of, the roughly 40 followers who had fallen during the fight were gathered and those who were close to them took time to mourn their loss, as others gathered flammable materials to use in the morning. While they were doing all of this, the occasional skeleton would wander over, but they were quickly and easily dealt with.
An hour after the main fight ended, Jason found himself on watch with around 70 of his followers, surrounding the group trying to get sleep. During his watch, things were mostly quiet, though he did use one of his channels to vanquish a group of 12 skeletons that arrived all at once, to avoid a drawn-out clash. Finally, it was Jason’s turn to sleep and the next thing he knew, he was inside the white room once more.
“I must say it feels nice to feel such an influx in power. You have reached level 6 and had you not been so conservative, you would have likely reached level 7. I do hope you are ready to learn many names as you have many who are now level 5 and thereby have earned the right as you have said. How does it feel to know that your actions are pleasing to me?”
“It would feel better if less lives had been lost.”
“Ah, you can’t allow such things to weigh on you. Take solace in the ones you have saved and thank those who gave their lives to ensure that you all survived.”
“It doesn’t weigh on me when they die. It is the lack of the sorrow that I feel I should feel, that weighs on me.”
“Ah, that would be your wisdom causing your will to be far greater than most, while your intelligence notices how you aren’t affected like the others. Honestly, as you all level up, your wills will increase and it will get to the point where only those truly close to you will affect you in a major way. That is enough of a freebie. Now ask your question.”
Jason paused as he debated whether to ask what had been bugging him for over a day now, or thinking of something else. After deciding that his own personal sanity was more important than an extra bit of knowledge, he decided to just ask his personal question.
“Alright, why did you make the coin land on its edge?”
“Ah, yes, I did do that. It’s simple, really. As long as they both live, you must either take them both, or no one at all as a lover. Any other choice will see them leave your side and I will not allow that, as you will need them both by your side as you face what the world has in store for you. All I will say is that you know that they can be trusted, and for you that will be what you need more than anything one day.”
“Great, so I am just supposed to accept them as my wives, or never be involved with any other woman, even if the love of my life walks into my life one day.”
“I’m a goddess of love so take it from me, the love of your life doesn’t just walk into your life one day. No, one day you will simply decide that a certain woman, or in your case hopefully a pair of women, are the ones for you and they will agree. You’ll date, discover things about each other and one day you will bring new life into this world, until it gets to the point that you can’t picture anything without them. Now don’t worry, you have at least a hundred years before you need to fully accept them, if you wish to draw things out as much as possible. Also, I am sorry, but things between us would never work out. Gods and mortals are not meant to become entangled in such affairs. Now if you were to break the bonds of your world, perhaps I would look your way.”
Jason blinked at the fact that Freya was insinuating that he was enamored with her. While he wouldn’t lie and say that she was anything but the most attractive woman he had ever seen, he hadn’t had such a thought and she knew it. So, it was the rest of her statement that mattered. He knew that he would live for over 200 more years if nothing did him in, so something was going to happen in 100 years that he needed to be ready for. Next, breaking the bonds of the world. Was that her telling him to become an immortal being, if not an actual god like her?
“I understand, my goddess. I apologize if I overstepped my bounds.”
“Not at all. I would actually be pleased if you chose to struggle in my name with the goal of being able to stand next to me one day, but enough about that. It is time for you to complete your level up.”
At her prompting, Jason went about leveling up, as he rolled another seven out of eight in health and once the four free health he gained each level was added in, he found himself at 69 health. He picked up skills in a few knowledges as he received small booklets that took only a few minutes to read on the said subjects. Each of these were quick reads for him, and he quickly memorized them due to his high intelligence. He focused on the ones that he would get a bonus in due to being a cleric, so he now knew about arcana, history, nobles, planes and of course, religion. The history booklet had included a lot of quick facts about California that he hadn’t known before, including the location of a few points of interest that could come in handy.
Next, Jason pored over the spells that he could learn, having the ability to pick up another level 2 and 3 spell. Jason could easily spend all his time simply looking for the right spell and wished that there was a way to study the list, other than talking with other clerics between trips to the white room. So after spending around an hour, he ended up taking a spell for minor restoration that would restore ability point damage, if anyone were ever to be afflicted by an attack that affected them such, for his level 2 spell. As for his level 3 spell, he selected a spell to remove invisibility, as it would allow Jason to create an area around him that would reveal anything that was invisible that entered the area for a minute per level.
With that taken care of, Jason looked at the gold that had been gotten from everything that they had killed over the last few days. In total, he had over 15,000 gold and could buy many things with it that would drastically increase his power, but what was needed was a way to carry more food and other goods. So, he bought the largest bag of holding that he could, as it would fit 4,000 pounds of food. He then bought a day’s worth of food for his followers, leaving him with less than 200 gold to work with. However, he knew that the 30 who were about to finish creating their new selves would likely bring back at least 1,000 gold, which would be enough to feed everyone for five days if needed at least. Still, that was acting under the assumption that they didn’t pick up more followers before the day was over. Once Jason was done with all of that, he still had over a half hour to kill as Freya just watched him happily, only speaking once he was done.
“You have truly pleased me, my servant. Thanks to your efforts, I now have 19 more clerics to act as my servants on your world. You are already aware of this, but very few chose to walk the path of a devoted believer when the world first changed. It is why we tell all those who don’t cope well at first, to seek clerics to survive as mixed with the initial surge of undead, you all have an overwhelming advantage that I am happy to say that you have used well. Also, no, I will never reveal how many clerics I, or any of the other gods have, as it would violate the rules we bound ourselves to. Now, farewell my prophet. Continue to bring more to my faith as you walk forward in my name.”
With that Freya left and Jason watched his time in the room run out.
(*****)




Day 5

When Jason opened his eyes, he found the blanket that he had slept under covered in dew, Hazel looking at him from one side and Rebecca from the other.
“You two have no intention of ever letting me decide for myself, do you?”
“I’m perfectly happy to let you decide that you want to be with me on your own,” quipped Rebecca.
“Unlike Becca, I will respect your decision to choose me, or both of us,” added Hazel with a smirk.
“Alright, I get that you were both after me for some reason before all of this happened, but why are you two being so aggressive about it right now?”
“For the same reason that you killed the prisoners back home. I respect that you won’t touch us until we take care of the basic needs, but we won’t leave an inch for anyone else to move in either. The only reason I am no longer trying to chase Becca away is because she is my sister and there aren’t any guys I would feel safe letting her chase. So, the sooner that you accept that you have two girlfriends the sooner that we stop being so aggressive.”
“Hey, don’t decide that he has to date both of us. I am still perfectly fine with letting you find love elsewhere. Besides, I don’t want to share him with anyone. I’m sure that you can find a man, or grow one out of plants, or something, if you tried.”
“Becca-”
“That is enough, both of you. Honestly, how many times do I need to tell you two to stop fighting over me. Alright, here’s the deal. You want me, then it is either both of you, or neither of you, as I will not become the wedge between you that drives you apart. That said, if you two keep trying to force the matter, or keep bickering like this, it will be neither of you. When we have food, shelter and security taken care of and you two have worked out whatever you need to, to accept that that is how it needs to be, you can talk to me about starting a relationship. Until then, I don’t want to wake up like this again. There is only so much a man can take.”
Jason looked at both girls sternly as they frowned at him. Luckily before they could respond, an interruption arrived in the form of Elven-Rogue-One.
“Felicity Abel, now remember it!”
“Alright Elven-Rogue-One, your name is Felicity. Congratulations on reaching level 5. Do you want a cookie?”
“Stop using that place holder and if you have a cookie, I’ll take it even if you meant it as an insult. I’m not going to turn down one of the last ones that I’ll ever enjoy.”
“Your name might be Felicity, but you will always be Elven-Rogue-One to me. As for the cookie, remind me when we stop tonight. I think I have some in my bag, but now isn’t the time to deal with that.”
“Jerk.”
Jason smirked as Felicity stalked away huffing and muttering to herself. As she did so, he turned back to Hazel and Rebecca and inquired about what they had gained from their level up. Rebecca let him know that she had gotten a new spell that would make an illusion that there were a whole bunch of her and a few other minor skills, and her health was now up to 49 points. Hazel smiled as she told Jason about her two new spells. The first was a level two spell that would allow her to shape wood to her liking and an upgraded version of her entangling spell, that included thorns on the plants that grew. She also smirked as she shared that she had 51 health points, like she had one upped her sister. Jason was happy when Bradley came over and informed him that he had reached level 5 as well, and that he had picked up a feat that allowed him to sacrifice defense for more power when attacking. With 53 health points, he beat both ladies despite being a full level below them. The fact that everyone who had been in a cleric’s party had reached level 4, or 5 after the last night, made all of Jason’s followers who weren’t as lucky feel a bit of jealousy. Seeing this, Jason was quick to speak to the group as a whole.
“Everyone, I know that it has been a hard few days and that it is not easy to accept that others, who in many cases risked less than you, reaped more of the rewards. However, it was necessary and you have reaped a great harvest as well. Because of it, we now have a total of 20 clerics who can keep us healthy and handle the waves of the undead. While you will likely still need to work harder to reach level 5 than those who were carried for the past two days. However, it is their turn to help you and with their help, your ability to survive has increased. I know that several of you lost someone close to you last night and that we all have lost many who were close to us these past few days. That is why we must live, for if we do not, then what was the point of their sacrifices and who will carry on their memories? Only by living and reclaiming this world can we honor those who paid the price for us. Now, hold your heads high and look to the future, as we walk forward to meet the challenges of this world!”
Jason looked at the crowd and while there were still many looks of sorrow, the envy had turned to determination. Seeing this, he opened the new bag of holding and started to hand out the day’s worth of trail rations that he had picked up, as he thought over what they would need to survive in the mountains. The roughly 3,000 gold coins from all those who had made their new selves the prior night would allow for another 15 days of food, once someone could visit the shop in the white room again. Which Jason hoped would be tonight as a few of the lower-leveled individuals would hopefully level up from the fights they encountered as they walked today. Still, Jason was worried about just how many coins were in this world as each time he spent one in the shop, it was effectively removing it from circulation permanently. Theoretically, this should increase each coin’s value, but the shop seemed to be set at the prices that they started at. This made Jason worry that with how little each monster dropped, that once their gear started to wear out, they would run into major issues. Still, he knew that he needed to focus on the here and now as if nothing else, he could use stone shape to make stone weapons if all else failed.
By the time Jason had handed out the food, it was an hour after he had awoken and the makeshift camp had been packed away. They started their day bypassing the city of Castaic, which was a bit bigger than Fillmore as far as population, before everything went to crap last Friday. Now it was a ghost town like everywhere else, though Jason was sure that there were both people and zombies hidden away somewhere, and they found more than a few zombies while looting homes along the way for food and other supplies. To accomplish this, Jason had nine of the clerics lead groups of 15 and ten would clear a house before the other five would loot it. This strategy was hit and miss due to others seemingly having already cleared out some of the houses, but they were still finding plenty of things like rice and flour, which Jason was more than happy to take.
When they reached the underpass that would take them under the 5 freeway, they saw their first large group of zombies for the day and Jason stepped forward by himself. He had partied up with the level 2 followers that he believed held the most promise, as well as the four that he had permanently designated as part of his party. With a total party of 30, he knew that even the 200 or so zombies that he was about to exterminate would just be a blip for what he needed to reach level 7. However, it would be over a third of what a level 2 person would need to reach level 3 and right now that was where his focus was.
Once Jason was about 50 feet from the undead, they started to charge at him in one large mass and right before the first one reached him, he let loose a channel at them. He frowned when none of them fell and he had to start to dodge as the mass started to coalesce around him, just as he let loose a second channel, which managed to finish the horde off. Still, Jason frowned at the fact that he was already two channels down for the day, as he sent his followers to investigate all of the gas stations and fast food joints that filled the surrounding area.
As it turned out, each of the over one dozen fast food places had already been picked clean of everything but sauce packets and some spoiled meats that had made them smell like death. While the person who had reported this looked disappointed, Jason wanted to dance as he ordered all of the packets to be brought over. While not the best version of most of the condiments, these packets would allow them to have halfway decent enhancements to their meals for at least a year before they went bad. As Jason thought about it, he lamented the fact that the larger bag of holding could only hold 4,000 pounds and at an ounce and a half per ranch dressing packet, that was only a bit over 42,000 packets, and at 400 people that was only around 100 per person. Realizing this made Jason frown, as he looked at the bag that had cost 15,000 gold and wished that it could hold more. Even so, he knew that it was a crucial item as it would allow everyone in their current group to carry around nine pounds less. Jason had thought about picking up 15 sets of the leather cords he and his friends were using, but decided against it. As even if he had 15 followers with a 20 strength, which he didn’t, it would only net them an extra 305 pounds and they would need to deal with all the extra bulk.
The report on the gas stations had been a bit better as a fair bit of the junk food had been left, though almost all of the jerky had been picked clean. Luckily, they had found a few boxes in the back of the stores that had been missed. Still, all of the sugary candies and salty snacks that were seen as empty calories would come in handy. Not as a food source, but a morale booster. Sometimes, when a person was at their lowest, a piece of candy that was usually not available could help them carry on. Then there was the soda syrups for the fountain drinks. Jason knew that a flat soda was all that he would likely ever manage, but figured that would still be better than nothing for some. Besides, if nothing else, it could be used to enhance the flavors of other things as it was full of sugar and he expected it to be a long time before they were able to create their own with how low it was on the priority list.
So it was that around 1,500 pounds of the large bag of holding was filled with sauce packets and junk food before long. As much as Jason didn’t want to leave the rest behind, he knew that he didn’t have room to put it anywhere. So, other than what his followers decided to carry themselves, they left the rest of the several thousands of pounds of goods behind. It was just after they had finished putting it all away and were about to leave, when they found themselves surrounded by roughly 500 people and Jason sighed. The fact that Freya hadn’t warned him likely meant she wanted this encounter to happen, but Jason would have still liked to have known to expect it. At the same time, he knew that he needed to stop expecting her to tell him every little thing. As Jason was thinking, a spokeswoman for the other group came forward, and stopped at the halfway point between Jason’s group and the loose encirclement that they had created. Sighing, Jason walked out to meet with the elven woman who held herself as if she was above the world.
“Is there a reason that you are attempting to block our way?”
“You come into our town and start to harvest our resources and ask why we are blocking you. Honestly, I know the world has gone to hell, but theft is still just that.”
“You’re complaining about me taking sauce packets, soda syrup, sugary candy and chips?”
“And everything that you took from the homes along the way that we hadn’t picked clean yet.”
“So, you have been watching this whole time. Very well, that makes this easy. Consider it my fee for getting rid of the zombies under the bridge there.”
“Ha, you are a cleric like myself. It is what you should do.”
“If that is so, then why did you not do so?”
“I need to ration my uses so that I can keep us safe at night. Now which god do you and your followers serve.”
“Not this again. Come on, why is it that every time I come across a group like you, they are all about what god do you serve? Look, I get it, we are so used to having only a single god that we think that we must ensure our faith is the only one. That’s fine as far as kicking anyone out from your group for not serving your deity, but are you really going to try and kill us, or convert us, servant of Brigid? Ah, that’s funny.”
Jason had to hold in a laugh as Freya finally spoke to him telling him who the woman served and the areas that she covered.
“Let’s see, fertility, motherhood and crafters, animal husbandry and more. Man, that is a really busy list of things to care about.”
“Do not mock my goddess!”
“Do you intend to kill me and take my followers, or do you have another plan in mind?”
“Simple, leave everything behind and leave if you wish to live.”
“You either take me for a fool, or a coward. Alright, here goes nothing,” grumbled Jason, before raising his voice and addressing all those present. “I, Jason Xander, cleric of Freya, goddess of love and war, do challenge you, cleric of Brigid, to a one-on-one duel! If you win, you take all of our supplies and my surviving followers will either follow you, or leave from here otherwise unmolested by you and your followers. However, should I defeat you, all of your followers will bow to my goddess and convert to her faith as they follow me and my laws! What say you, cleric of Brigid?”
Jason could tell that the elven woman was irate as she looked at him before responding.
“You think you can just steal the followers of Brigid like that! You worship a goddess of war which means you are sure to be far better in a fight than I. All you are seeking to do is taunt me into making a foolish move. Sorry, but that will not happen.”
“Then appoint a champion and accept that should I defeat them, you must convert as well.”
“You would face a warrior as a cleric? You are either a fool, or have a plan that can’t fail.”
“I simply embrace my goddess’ belief of embodying bravery. Now accept, or admit defeat and surrender any followers who wish to live past the week, by following a true leader. Not some self-important fake like yourself.”
Jason could tell that he had hit a nerve by questioning her leadership as she responded in anger.
“Fine. Just don’t complain when your head is on the ground.”
“Swear on your goddess.”
“I swear on the goddess Brigid to abide by your terms.”
At her signal, a large oread wielding a greatsword came forward, looking like he was going to enjoy killing Jason. Jason just smiled as he charged in after declaring the duel had started, allowing him to get the first blow in before barely avoiding the counterattack. Both of their next attacks went wide as Jason danced around the brute and slashed his back, eliciting a shout as Jason barely dodged once again. They entered a short back and forth where neither could get a clean hit in, until Jason took a massive blow knocking him back and dealing him 23 damage, causing him to become concerned.
“Not so easy, is it? If you get on the ground and beg, I’ll spare your life if you convert instead.”
Jason ignored the elven woman’s taunts as he charged back in and frowned when he took another hit right after delivering one of his own. Jason could feel the blood dripping down his arm as he took another 19 damage and he lamented that he could only see his status and that of his party, as they clashed once more. This was followed by a solid hit from Jason on the oread and he felt that they were about even as far as percentage of health remaining. Still, he could see Bradley holding both Hazel and Rebecca back, so he knew that he must look like crap. What happened next caught Jason by complete surprise as the oread over swung on a downward strike and cut into his own leg, followed by a scream of pain before he dropped to the ground as the blood loss caused him to fall unconscious. Jason quickly cast his weakest healing spell after pulling the greatsword away from his foe, causing the oread to awake with Jason’s blade at his throat as the elven woman collapsed to the ground.
“You have lost. I saved your life as you have value and a bright future if you wish to grasp it. However, if you wish to die, I can make that happen as well.”
“I choose to live.”
“Now fallen cleric of Brigid, do you choose to convert, or die?”
“Ha, would you have healed me the same as you did him?”
“Yes, as I said defeat, not kill, though had you refused to convert I would have still killed you.”
“If I convert, will I be welcomed by your goddess?”
Jason could see a look of utter desperation in the elven woman’s eyes and he wondered just who she had been before all of this. Still, he needed to give her an answer and he could tell the longer he waited the worse she would get.
“So long as you embrace her and her teachings you will be fine.”
“And what are her teachings?”
“Right now, to follow me and survive to build a new city in her name to act as her holy city on earth.”
“Is that it? What about her dos and don’ts? She is the goddess of love and war. Surely she must have some teachings.”
“She does, though they boil down to displaying bravery, finding love, having kids and living life to its fullest. Just don’t run from a fight that you could win, or allow yourself to be bound in chains.”
“Are you not in effect binding me in chains right now?”
“No, I am tying a noose around your neck. You have two choices after forcing me to fight, conversion, or death.”
“I will always choose to feel the embrace of a goddess, even if it is not the one I desired to serve originally. At the very least I will feel like I belong.”
Jason kept his comment about how desperate she seemed to himself, as Freya relayed a procedure to allow the elven woman to convert. After taking in the details by writing them down in a notepad that Hazel had handed him at his request, Jason responded to her.
“Alright. First, you must unburden yourself of your former beliefs and show that you will embrace Freya’s way. You will stand on the front lines with sword and shield in hand as you fight the undead horde and any other enemies we face. You will pray to Freya every night before you sleep and she will send you dreams of what you should do to gain her acceptance. If you have not reached level 6 by the end of this journey, you will be accepted upon its end. If you do reach level 6, a servant of our goddess will greet you and test you at that time. Only after you have been accepted and level up will you be able to return to having the abilities you did before.”
“I understand. Is there anything else?”
“Yes…”
Jason went into the rules that all who follow him must adhere to, and had her get all of those who she led together and bring as much of their supplies as they could carry. This led to another hour passing, which Jason used to have his followers do more looting as Jason got the story of how things had gone down in Castaic. He learned that many of the former residents decided to become aquatic races and were living up in the lake while worshiping Poseidon. They had also been the ones to recruit most of those that had not created their new selves on the first night and survived, as the undead stayed out of the water for the most part. Apparently there had been a few aquatic undead that the cleric who led their group took care of on the first night. Their offer of safety was enough to lure in many and they currently had at least a few thousand living next to the lake and there had been a fair bit of tension over the past few days between their groups. Add in the other group of about 1,000 people that refused to follow any single faith to the south, and this group had felt like they were caught in the middle of a slow-moving train wreck as they struggled to survive.
Jason didn’t like the sound of the group in the nearby lake as they would need to pass by them before they could continue. The thought of adding the 1,000 people to his force came and went rather quickly, as he didn’t see them being amenable to converting from what he had been told and he worried about a pointless full-scale battle breaking out. Jason found it increasingly frustrating at how quickly the people in these towns were turning on one another. He felt like it was an election year, only instead of using words and votes, they were using swords and spells to decide who was right. Sighing, Jason gave the order to move out with the caveat to be ready to defend from attacks from the water.
It didn’t take them long to reach the lagoon that sat in front of the dam and was the farthest that any of the elven woman’s group felt secure in going. The leaders of the lake group had given his permission for them to use it for a source of drinking water while it lasted, which Jason hoped meant that he could at least be reasoned with. Still, when they came level with the top of the dam, they were met with the sight of a few hundred undine who looked like they were on guard duty as they blocked the road. Jason could also see many more massing on the shoreline who appeared ready to pounce at a moment’s notice, as one of them came forward and stopped about 20 feet away from Jason who was at the front of his group as always.
“Turn back. This path is closed to all not of our clan.”
“That is not an option. We will pass you in peace and be on our way as we have no interest in your lake or anything within 150 miles of here.”
“It matters not. My lord’s orders are that any who refuse to turn back are to be considered hostile.”
“You would attack us for simply wishing to pass by. Are you willing to accept the losses that you would have to sustain to kill us? Make no mistake we will likely lose, but I promise that for each of us that did, you will lose at least two and I will survive and become your greatest nightmare.”
Jason chose that moment to cast his flight spell and raise into the air and commanded his followers to march on. The undine man looked at a loss for what to do as he stared at Jason, as the front row of the roughly 900 followers that he had moved forward in the game of chicken. Jason only had six minutes for this to play out as he decided to rise higher into the air to get a good look over the hills into the surrounding area and their path ahead. As he turned to look at the surrounding area, he could see Six Flags Magic Mountain in the distance and from the looks of things it had seen better days. Smoke rose from it as the tower that he had always used to find it had fallen over at some point and it looked like the city next to it was not doing well either. This made Jason happy that he had chosen the path that avoided that area, as he looked down the path he had charted and saw nothing but the road ahead before looking at the lake below.
The undine who had been blocking the road had chosen to move aside, allowing his followers to pass while his group’s front guard stopped to guard against any attacks as the others passed. This group was made up of the strongest of his group and the ex-cleric elf who was showing her resolve. For a moment it looked like everything would work out as the last of his group passed by with a minute to spare, when a large undine man wielding a trident emerged from the water looking irate. Jason landed next to the now rear guard of his followers who had just turned the curve and told them to get ready in case of a fight. Just as the word had passed through the ranks, the man came into view with at least 1,500 of his followers behind him and the elven ex-cleric spoke up.
“That’s their leader, though he always refused to give his name to me, so I think he wasn’t well liked before all of this.”
“Thanks, hopefully he isn’t an idiot about this.”
“You there, are you the one who leads this band of trespassers on my land!?”
Jason frowned at the forceful tone and aggressive posture that the man was taking as he pointed his trident at Jason.
“Last I checked this is a public road.”
“I am the law of this area which makes it my road to do what I wish with. That means that I choose who can pass and who cannot and you cannot!”
“You may be the law for those around you, but the only border that I see is where the water meets the land. If stopping us is worth yours and your followers’ lives, then by all means charge and seal your fate. It may not be today, but you will grow to regret your actions.”
Jason hoped his bluff mixed with intimidation would work as he sensed that the man was in no state to calmly discuss the matter. The fact that the man was pausing and not charging straight in was a good sign to Jason, though he knew that things weren’t settled yet.
“Is passing through here worth your followers’ lives?”
“Considering from where I stand it could be the difference of life or death, yes.”
“Then pay a tribute and I will let you pass. A single gold coin per person should be enough.”
Jason thought for a moment before responding, “Five silver and I’ll accept your condition.”
“No, a full gold or we take everything you have.”
“I am giving you face by offering you half what you are demanding. I have no issue ordering a full retreat and seeing if you can keep up with us.”
“Fine, seven silvers.”
“Six silvers, final offer, take it or leave it.”
“Fine, now pay and get off my land.”
Jason paid the roughly 550 gold and they cautiously set off as they followed Lake Hughes Road until they came to a fork and went to the right switching to Dry Gulch Road. They were only on Dry Gulch Road for a short stretch before they took a left onto San Francisquito Canyon Road, which they would be on for the rest of the day. As the day went on, other than passing the occasional abandoned car, or abandoned facility that lacked anything decent, things were uneventful. They simply continued to walk until the time to stop for the day was drawing near. It was then that they arrived at the small community of Green Valley and found the town lively for the most part. Though as many of them took note of Jason’s group, they got more than a few of the people to stop and stare. Like a chain reaction, more and more of the residents showed up to look at Jason’s group as they started to talk amongst themselves. Jason moved forward hoping to be able to speak with anyone that they considered a leader, as he hoped that he had found a sane town for once. As he observed the area he could see, he couldn’t help but smile at the fact that it didn’t look like a war had broken out in the town and his hope that at least one place hadn’t seemed to have lost its mind yet increased. When he was almost at the gas station which seemed to be acting as a gathering point for the town, a human man broke away from the group to meet Jason away from the rest.
“What can we do for you and all of them?”
“Not try to stop us as we pass through to find a place to rest for the night. We will likely go just past your town and stop at the first place with a fence that can be considered defensible.”
“You all look like you have been through a fair bit since the world went sideways, you’re also the first group we have seen since then. You wouldn’t mind staying in town and sharing your news with all of us, would you?”
‘Stay,’ commanded Freya before Jason could even consider his response.
“Alright, though is there a spot that would work for us to set up our camp as I would prefer to keep my group together while we sleep.”
“Hmm, it’s only a barbed wire fence which doesn’t do much to stop the skeletons that have been showing up recently, but you are welcome to the field right there.”
“How many of have you been seeing each night?”
“Not many. The first night was a little rough as there must have been a thousand and we lost a few good people who became zombies the next night, but now we have only been getting a hundred or so. What was it like where you were at?”
“I have no clue about the city as a whole, but the dead littered the streets the next day.”
“Whew, that bad. So, is that why you are all heading wherever you are?”
“Let me get our camp set up and pass around that there is a chance that more skeletons might show up. Though I am not sure, but it seems to be population dependent as far as how many show up. We may not affect it as I have had nights where only a few dozen came at us, but that was when there was only a few hundred in my group and we were in an undeveloped area.”
“Thanks for the heads up and I’ll pass that around. Also, you don’t happen to have anyone who can heal wounds in your group do you?”
“I take it you don’t have any clerics and the other healers you do have can’t keep up with the injuries that you all are suffering.”
“Ah, we did have one cleric, but they were way too adamant that we all needed to start following the teaching of Zeus. Kept saying that he would only heal those who worshiped Zeus and well, we all kind of ignored him as crazy. Needless to say that he wound up alone and died on the second night of all of this, so yeah, no clerics here. Why, do you have some?”
“I am one and we have around 20 total.”
“Damn must be nice. Any chance you could leave a few here with us?”
“Unfortunately, while you guys seem to be doing fine right now, my gut says that the next phase that we all go through is going to be terrible for you and I have a duty to build a new city in my goddess’s name. Yes, like the cleric you knew, I am gathering followers for my goddess, Freya. Unlike him though, I have no issue with healing those not of my faith who wish us no harm.”
“Damn, all of you chose the same god to worship?”
“No. Most have, or are in the middle of converting, but all of the clerics are of her faith.”
“So, you’re just gathering people as you walk?”
“If we keep talking it will be dark before we get our camp set up.”
“Ah, my bad. Let me let the others know that you aren’t here to cause any issue and that you’ll heal our injured. My name-”
“No names, it is one of my quirks. If you aren’t a member of my group and at least level 5, I don’t want to know names. It just makes it harder when I see you die, or leave you behind.”
“Damn, things must have been really bad in your city.”
With that the man went over to talk with a few of the others who had been watching for a while, before they started running deeper into the spread out town. With that taken care of, he returned and let Jason know that he was good to go and an hour and a half later, just as the sun was dipping behind the hills, Jason sat down at a fire that the locals had built to talk around. Along with the man he first met there was an older dwarf, an elven woman who it was hard to put an age to and a sylph woman like himself. Jason had already had a few of the lower-level clerics use a few channels to heal all of the town’s injured once they were gathered. It was the dwarf who spoke first.
“Alright, so you say that you started from Ventura and have walked all the way here and will keep walking until you find the right place to stop but, are things in the cities really that bad?”
“Yes. I won’t speak for all cities, as I have only been where I have been. However, it seems that anything that isn’t rather isolated like you are here, that has a decent population base, or one nearby, are being overrun by the undead, religious zealots, or both.”
“You know that you could be called one of those religious zealots as well, right?” countered the sylph.
“Not in the same way. I have no desire to hold any town, or city that currently exist, as from where I sit they are all doomed in a few months tops.”
“You said that you thought that the next phase will be bad for us. What do you think it will be?” asked the man that had greeted him when he entered town.
“Mind you this is just a guess as I have no inside knowledge but, I think it will be insects that will happen next. I have already noticed that the ants are getting slightly bigger each day and the name of the game right now seems to be force the world to level up. It won’t be long before the tiniest of creatures who vastly outnumber us start to grow and become our doom.”
Jason took in the look of disgust on the sylph’s face at the thought of fighting insects, while the other three thought on his words as he continued talking.
“You also need to be wary of roaming hordes of undead…”
Jason went on to share the fate of Val Verde and the trick about water, while warning them not to put too much stock into it. As he talked about everything that they had seen so far, he could tell that his audience wasn’t enjoying the stories, but didn’t dare ignore them either. When he was finally done, night had fallen and he could hear the occasional sound of battle as a few undead made themselves known as the dwarf spoke first.
“What level are you, lad?”
“Six.”
“Well, that’s something now. Are you the only one at that point?”
“No, right now there are three of us, but we should add a fourth in the morning and we have a few dozen who are already level 5. Honestly, if it wasn’t for the fact that we keep growing, I would likely have reached much higher as I wouldn’t be splitting all of my experience.”
“Why are you doing that? Wouldn’t it be better to level yourself up and get awesome spells?” asked the sylph.
“I can’t be everywhere at once and if all my followers had been level 1 or 2 when we faced that horde, I would have probably lost most of them. I know better than to think anyone can be careless by going it alone and expect to be fine. I learned that when I lost my friends. Besides, what is the point of having them with me if they are just going to be dead weight.”
The camp fire was quiet for a moment as none of them wanted to go after Jason brought up losing his friends again. They didn’t need to come up with an image as they had had to deal with the same thing, only it was on a much smaller scale as they didn’t have stores with over a thousand chickens and turkeys in stock like most cities. Instead, they had just found it funny as a single kick could take care of most of the ones they had dealt with. Now there was only one thing that they all were thinking as they listened to Jason and that was how screwed they were if they kept going on like they were. They had figured that while there would be a few losses like what they dealt with, that at some point civilization would win out and life would find a new normal. They had been lucky having a few druids who had told everyone that once they leveled up to level 5, that they would be able to ensure that they would have enough food for themselves and to sell. That had been their plan but, even with them focusing on leveling them up, after the second night they were still only at level 3 and were the highest-leveled people in the town.
Jason didn’t know it, but both the elf and sylph were two of those who had been chosen to be leaders in the community. The elf had been the mayor before reality got turned on its head and the sylph had been the head of most of the younger generation in the town since she turned 12. This had turned them into great arbitrators and taught them that staying neutral was always a safe road when dealing with the conflicts of others. The dwarf had been the local barkeep and the man had owned the grocery store, which in a small town like this meant they knew everyone and were on good terms. Each of them looked at one another before the elf spoke as she took over questioning Jason.
“We are sorry for your loss, but were wondering why not build your new city around here and we can get a bit of trade going that will be good for both of us?”
“Thanks for the offer but, it is not the right place. I have a place in mind and my goddess would tell me if I was wrong, or if she wanted me to build it somewhere we stopped along the way. Besides, while you are relatively isolated here which is part of what I am looking for, you are in the middle of everything that isn’t. You have Lancaster just over there, Santa Clarita that way and while it is a ways further away, Bakersfield in that direction. Where I plan to go will only have areas like this and possibly the size of Castaic, but definitely nothing over 20,000 residents within 50 miles of it. Though if I keep picking up groups, we might end up that size.”
“Is that what your goal is?”
“Maybe one day, but I don’t know. It is going to be a holy city, kind of like the Vatican was, as only those who worship Freya will be permitted to live there, or sleep inside its walls.”
“So you will ignore the plights of others?”
“Not intentionally, but we need to be able to stand on our own before we aid others trying to do the same thing.”
“But why must all who follow you convert to worshiping Freya? Why is it that it seems like all of the gods wish to become the supreme god of us?”
“I honestly don’t know why all the gods are seemingly spreading more fighting and death. As for why all who follow me must worship Freya, it is simply that gods know the intentions of their followers. This means that she can warn me in my dreams about possible issues inside the city.”
“So you are going to build a society of you better be good, or the goddess will tattle on you?”
“No, at least I hope not. It should be for more like, this person is planning to assassinate me to take over the settlement, or they are planning to take an action that will bring great harm to the collective.”
“So, now we are getting into punishing people before they commit a crime. Are you sure that you have thought all of this out?”
“Honestly, no. I am just putting one foot in front of the other and moving forward. If I can find proof of a plot, I have no issue with handing out the sentence as if they did it with the world as it is right now. That may change once civilization returns in some form that doesn’t involve siege warfare on a regular basis.”
“At least you’re willing to learn and adjust your plans, though you’re lacking experience in leading a community. Are none of those who are with you skilled at such tasks?”
“If they are they haven’t made it known to me. I have one who might fit the bill, but I don’t know if she would be a good fit yet.”
“I see, I just have one last question. If some of the people here wanted to leave with your group, would you welcome them?”
“If it was just a few and they were ready to accept the conditions I have put forth I would have no issue with it. Though if it started to get to the point where it would clear out a large part of your community such that it would cause those who stayed issues, I would rather not.”
“Oh, and why is that?”
“I may be going out of my way to avoid caring about you all once I leave here but, anyone from here will have some issues with it down the line and if I have 100 or so of you well, yeah, it could affect the whole group.”
“Didn’t you take and allow some groups to split up before you made it here?”
“Yeah, but that was less than a few hundred and they felt more divided than you all do.”
“I see and if we all wanted to come with you?”
“Then you better be ready to walk and accept that until the city is built, I am a dictator and even after it’s complete there will still be a fair bit mandated by Freya, to include religious laws.”
“So, you will be a king.”
“No, Freya will be our monarch. I will at best be her mouth piece and I hope to rarely need to do that, hmm,” Jason started before pausing as Freya spoke to him before continuing. “Freya doesn’t care about commerce, or pompous fools claiming to be pious, if you are worried about what religious laws…”
Jason took the time to explain what areas Freya concerned herself with and how he felt that it would affect the laws. With that conveyed, he decided to call it a night as the four representatives left and he made his way to bed, knowing that he didn’t need to get up before dawn as he had technically been part of the first watch.
(*****)




Day 6

When Jason awoke, he once more found that Hazel and Rebecca had ended up snuggled up to either side of him, but neither fussed, nor tried to hold on to him when he extracted himself. Sighing in relief, Jason decided to just ignore it as he took in the group and saw a smiling Bradley, who quickly pointed over to a pile of food that was being guarded by a few of Jason’s followers. This was of course all bought by Bradley in the white room when he leveled up this morning and would be enough to last another few days. However, Jason doubted it would at the rate he was picking up followers and they would need to start breaking into the canned food that they had been picking up along the way.
“So how does it feel to join the rest of us at level 6?”
“Not much different. Unlike you three, I don’t add new complicated spells that can bend the rules of the reality that we all used to know.”
“True, I wish I knew just how that worked.”
“Man, you get to talk to a goddess every time you level up and you haven’t asked that yet?”
“I only get a single question each time I level up just like you.”
“Yeah, but I get a book that I have to write my question in and wait for an answer, and at best I get a few sentences in response. Whereas it sounds like Freya goes out of her way to satisfy you and even slips a few bits of extra knowledge in for free.”
“I would be lying to myself if I said that you’re wrong, but still at best she is telling me what she wants me to know. Besides, she refused to answer my question about what the purpose of all this is when I asked before. So, there are definitely topics that she can’t, or won’t, answer and I have a feeling that many of such topics involve just how all of our abilities work.”
“Doesn’t hurt to ask. Who knows, you could find a cheat that would make all this easy.”
“If being a cleric right now isn’t a cheat, I don’t know what is. Anyways, I need to distribute the food now.”
“Yeah, you go be ‘mister I have the food’ and I’ll get my sleeping gear packed up so we can be on our way.”
As Bradley walked away, Jason took in those around him and frowned as he doubted any of them had bathed since this started. He could see the dirt and dried blood on many of them and wondered if it would be better for them to look into changing that now, or after they reached their destination. While thinking on this, Jason made his way over to the pile of rations and started to distribute them while the camp worked on packing up. He had just finished working and the last few tarps were being folded when the four leaders from the night before approached him, with the elven woman stepping out in front as she started to speak.
“Good morning. I can see that you are not wasting any time in packing up to leave.”
“We have a full day of walking and scavenging in front of us, and I hope to make over 25 miles before the end of the day. Not to mention I have to be ready for whatever is waiting in Elizabeth Lake, as it will be the only town we should pass through today. I think Mojave will be the major danger zone tomorrow and I will have to look at my map to see what comes after that, but at that point I will be near where I want to be for the most part, if everything goes well.”
“In the middle of nowhere?”
“That’s one way to see it, but I see it as being away from the cities that I feel are doomed, no matter what happens.”
“I see, well at least there is that. Now, about my reason for coming here this morning.”
“Wait, you’re not just seeing us off?”
“No, we took a vote last night amongst all of us here and just over half want to attach ourselves to your group, if you will have us.”
Jason blinked a few times before responding as he processed this and mentally adjusted his plans accordingly.
“Are you saying half of the town wants to join up with us, or that because the majority voted to join us that everyone is coming?”
“We voted two days ago to stay together and follow any majority votes. That vote was over 90% in favor. So, if you will have us, we will all be in your care from this day forward. We just ask that you not ignore our concerns.”
“I’m not going to have issues with those who were against this converting to worshiping Freya am I?”
“No, as you say, she isn’t looking for the overly pious. So as long as they give an offering here or there in accordance with her laws, they should be fine. Though some of them are thinking of breaking off and settling a few miles outside your walls and setting up a mutually beneficial trade arrangement, if you allow them to.”
“I can’t promise that I can do that, but so long as they don’t worship another god it might be plausible.”
“I see, so will you accept us?”
Jason paused for a second as he considered what having around 2,000 followers would be like as that was more than the number of students he had gone to high school with. Though when Freya told him to accept them, he sighed as once more he felt like the decision was taken out of his hands.
“Alright, make sure that they are all ready to leave in an hour. Oh, and how many horses do you have?”
“Will do and right now we have 50 horses.”
“Wonderful. Have all but five of them loaded up with supplies and have your best five riders act as guides for nine horses each.”
“Wouldn’t it be better to have all 50 carry supplies?”
“Nah, we need one for every ten in case something spooks them. I just wish you all had a few covered wagons, but that just means that we need to buy some the next time one of us levels up.”
“About that, we already have eight light wagons.”
Jason smiled widely at this news as it would make life far easier moving forward.
“I could kiss you right now. Hmm, eight times four, 32. Alright, if you haven’t already assigned two teams of two to each wagon, it will probably be best to switch them out mid-day. Have two riders for the other 18 horses, with 16 of them acting as pack animals and we will see about getting four more wagons when we can. Also, prioritize tools that can still be used for the wagons, and they have an extra half hour to be ready and I will assign an extra guard force for them.”
“You know that we know how to handle horses, right? Also, are you worried about bandits?”
“Yes, sorry, my brain has just gotten used to giving out instructions. As for the bandits, that’s one way of putting it. For now, let’s just say that I am not going to take chances that I don’t have to. Now please tell everyone to hurry up as I can already expect to be delayed in Elizabeth Lake, if they are in a similar situation to your town.”
“Will do. Most of the packing was done last night. I will just need to pass the word for them to gather tools.”
With that the elven woman and the other three left to take care of everything and an hour later, Jason had Bradley start the group at the front as the procession started to move. It was slow going to get everyone to move as they were not a trained and disciplined group, at least not yet was what Jason told himself, especially with the new additions. Still, he could see his followers sharing about how they were getting in some practice while marching and he hoped that they would find comradery. When Jason saw the horses and wagons arrive, they were loaded with what looked like food and a few personal touches that the owners hadn’t wanted to leave behind. The books he saw in one of them made him pause for a second, before he thought of the need for entertainment. Books were always good for that and Jason lamented how all the ones he had read on his eReader were lost to him forever. This led to Jason thinking about setting up a printing press once they were settled and sending expeditions out to find more books. If nothing else, it could help ensure that the generations that came next wouldn’t be raised illiterate.
‘You are flirting with a dangerous idea, my prophet. While I do not mind it, there are other gods who seek to turn this world into something more primitive. So, ensure that you do not allow the fact that your city encourages learning to be well known, as they will target it for it.’
Jason just smiled as he responded in his mind, while vowing to do what he could to remove any followers of such gods if given the opportunity.
‘I will keep that in mind, my goddess, though the day may come where I invite them to try.’
With that, Jason left Green Valley behind as he pushed himself to reach the front of his followers, which he did just slightly before Elizabeth Lake came into view. After Green Valley, Jason had been hopeful about what they would find, but with what he saw it just made him frown. The small town looked like it was a complete loss, from the state of the first ranch that looked like it had been ripped apart. Long gashes scarred the land with spots of blood mixed in, as if something larger than any bird Jason knew had swooped in and caught whatever had been unlucky enough to be standing there. As far as Jason could tell, whatever it was had either done so in a large group, or attacked repeatedly.
With his guard raised, Jason passed on for everyone not on the perimeter of the group to keep their eyes on the sky and for anyone with a range attack to not hold back if they saw something. These orders slowed the group as a whole, as they shifted to a looser formation to avoid high casualties from a single aerial strike. Though Jason’s main concern was the wagons as they would be large targets and from the looks of things, whatever they were up against could easily handle one of them. When one of the residents from Green Valley was brought forward to speak, Jason was surprised at what the older dwarf said.
“It’s the Elizabeth Lake monster. It was said that it had been chased off in the late 1800’s, but with all the crazy that has been unleashed, the gods may have decided to revive it.”
“Alright, so what can you tell me about this monster?”
Just as Jason asked for details, he saw a shadow approaching and looked up just in time to catch a look at the ugliest and biggest bird that he had ever seen. It must have had over a 40-foot wingspan as it started to swoop down right at him, extending its claws straight at him and the dwarf who had been brought forward. All Jason had time for was to cast his strength-enhancing spell and draw his sword, as he pushed the dwarf out of the way. Jason had dropped his shield in the process and as he felt the talons wrap around his chainmail coat, he was just thankful that they failed to penetrate it, likely saving his life. However, the pressure Jason was feeling around his torso was another story. He was having issues breathing as he thrust his sword at the underbelly of the bird, if that was what the monster really was at this point. It looked closer to a bat with feathers if you asked him and the fact that his sword was barely penetrating its hide made him worry. Of course, it wasn’t just letting Jason attack it all he wanted, as it rose into the sky. No, it was attacking him with its other talons. It wasn’t long before the other talons managed to connect with his sword, causing him to lose his grip on it and sending it hurtling to the ground below. If things kept going the way they were, Jason was going to die as he could only heal himself so much and had needed to do so after that last attack. Luckily, with the sword gone, the bat-bird as he was now calling it, focused on rising higher rather than attacking him. This let him cast his strongest healing spell while he thought about what he could do to survive his situation with what he had on hand. It took him too many valuable seconds to come up with it, but Jason had an idea of what he wanted to do and was grateful that he was able to get to the smaller bag of holding that was on his waist.
Reaching into the bag, Jason was able to feel his hand wrap around the piece of metal he was looking for, as he pulled out a grappling hook that he had bought when he first created his new self. Jason had already tied a 50-foot rope to it in preparation when he had packed it away and he pulled out all 50 feet as he got to work on saving his hide. The first thing he did was secure the end to just above the massive talons that were still holding him tight, making it hard to breathe. With that done, he let the hook dangle all the way out as he started to swing it in a circle, building momentum with each rotation until it was almost level with the talons when the monster flapped its wing and the hook caught one of them. The next moments were full of chaos for Jason as the bat-bird tumbled in midair, tossing Jason higher into the air as it plummeted towards the earth, that must have been 10,000 or more feet below, with a crumpled wing. Jason just smiled as he allowed the free fall to take him, feeling strangely at home like this was where he belonged as his sylph blood sung with joy. Still, he knew that he would need to use his fly spell to survive this and was just happy that he had access to it in the first place. He thought about using his racial ability that let him fall slowly for a short distance, but quickly did the math on what the sudden deceleration would do to him when he was low enough to use it and decided against it.
20 seconds after the free fall began, the ground was getting close and Jason could see where his followers were off in the distance, so he activated his flight spell. As he slowed his descent, he started to do circles in the air, causing him to descend to the earth in a corkscrew pattern. It wasn’t long before the bat-bird hit the ground at full speed in a violent manner, as it fell in the midst of a few trees. Many of the trees shattered on impact with a few skewering the bat-bird. One of these trees pierced through its neck, severing its head, ensuring that the monstrosity would never move again. Jason landed next to the ruined mess of a body that was left behind, as he inspected it and sighed that he could only pick up the 50 gold coins that had magically appeared. He shook his head at just how little that was to him and how gold-poor this world was, as he thought about what it would take to create his own coins. While he doubted that he could find enough gold to be useful, he knew that all he would need to do was find the massive underground communication cables that were everywhere and he would have all the copper he could ever need. Even if it took 100 copper coins to make a single gold he would be set. That was if he was allowed to mint his own and the store in the white room never vanished.
Jason didn’t let his thoughts about the future last too long, as he quickly pocketed a bunch of the bat-bird’s feathers as well as its head, that had turned out to still be attached by a few tendons. While he was doing this, Jason saw the mangled piece of metal that used to be his grappling hook and took to the sky and silently thanked it before taking off. It wasn’t three minutes later that he landed next to a sobbing Hazel and Rebecca, as the rest of the crowd looked at him in awe.
“Becca, Hazel, you know you two should have more faith in me. You would have known that I was alive if you had just looked at the party window by thinking about it.”
“Jason!” Rebecca practically screamed as she leaped onto him like her life depended on it, while Hazel just blinked in surprise until she too flung herself at him, knocking him and Rebecca over.
“Don’t you ever do something that dumb in the future!” chided Hazel as she let the tears fall. “We thought that everything was lost when that monster took you like that. How did you survive and escape?”
“You really need to learn to check your information. I didn’t escape, I killed it. Just look at your experience log.”
“You killed that thing!?” exclaimed the dwarf that Jason had pushed out of the way.
Smiling, Jason told the story of how the fight went down, with a little bit of embellishment. As he did so, he lamented that he had lost his sword and would need to get a new one. Though it didn’t take long as extra weapons were stashed in one of the wagons, and someone ran and fetched him one as soon as he had finished telling them all about the fight. When they finally got back to walking, Rebecca asked a question that Jason hadn’t even thought about.
“Why did that thing go directly after you?”
“That is a good question. For now I am going to assume that it was due to me being in the front of the group.”
“What if it targeted you specifically though?”
“Then either there was something about me that naturally attracted it, or another deity was behind it. Let’s just hope that the gods aren’t manipulating monsters on us already. The last thing we need is to have to deal with targeted monster attacks for the rest of this trip. Now, let’s see if there is anything of worth left in this place.”
“Fine, but we need to make sure that you have a few guards at all times.”
“Becca.”
“No, tell him Hazel!”
“Becca is right. We aren’t taking no for an answer. You will have four guards around you at all times.”
“Absolutely not. I will not be turned into a bystander. My role is to inspire through action, not to hide and direct from the rear.”
“Jason, please, you can still fight on the frontline when needed, but we don’t want you taken by another surprise attack,” pleaded Rebecca.
“If you want me to build more of our permanent party that will leave the city with us when we go out on missions, I can agree to that, but I will not have bodyguards.”
“Fine.”
“Hazel, don’t just agree. Jason, how many members are you thinking?”
“Well, we are at five currently. We have one front liner, two magic support, a healer and a thief.”
“Hey, at least call me a rogue, or something,” interjected Felicity, or Elven-Rogue-One, as Jason still mentally called her.
“As I was saying, we are missing a glass cannon, another tank, or two, hmm let’s just go with a party of ten, so we have five slots left.”
“Hey! Don’t just ignore me!”
“I’m sorry, did you say something?”
“You can be a real ass, you know that!”
Jason just smiled as he shifted to talking about any of those who had reached level 5 that might be a fit as they passed through the remains of Elizabeth Lake. All around were crushed buildings that had clearly been destroyed by the bat bird. As they moved, they searched all of the wreckage to find anything of use and were pleasantly surprised by the reports that the salvage teams were sending back, as the group came to another Catholic mission. Jason couldn’t help but thinking of all the people who stayed behind in Piru as he looked at the strangely intact building. Just as Jason was going to have a team investigate it, a few people ran over looking at the sky like they were terrified of something. The first thing that Jason noticed was how both of these people looked like regular humans who had yet to even create their new selves yet as they drew near. When they arrived next to him, he could tell that they were both wearing the collar of clergymen and he frowned as the older of the two spoke.
“You must hide yourselves before the foul demon that the curse placed upon the land has created comes down upon you all.”
“Do you mean this beast?” responded Jason, as he took out the head of the bat-bird for the men to see.
“The demon! How!?” exclaimed the older man.
“Spawn of Satan!” shouted the younger man, as he started to shake.
“I don’t know if it was Satan’s spawn, or just a bird that grew rather quickly over the past few days, but I killed it so you can rest easy, or at least easier unless there was more than one.”
Both men were looking at Jason like they were seeing him for the first time, followed by the rest of his followers. While they were doing this the elven woman who had been a leader in Green Valley approached the two men, engaging them in conversation. Jason just stepped away storing the head away as he did so, as he figured that she likely knew them from before everything had gone crazy and would likely do better at talking with them then he would. Finally, after a good 20 minutes, she returned with her report on what had happened since the world went crazy.
“So, what did they say?”
“That thing showed up on the second day of all of this and started to target pets and smaller animals. At that time it looked like a condor and they ignored it, other than chasing it off. Day three it started to target people and day four it was already 20 feet across. Apparently yesterday a bunch of the people here got together to try and kill it and it had a 30-foot wingspan that day and well, only a few of them came back. All of the survivors left are in the mission as are most of the supplies they were able to gather in the night while facing off against the roughly 100 undead that they see every night. Apparently, the monster had targeted the strongest standing target during the fight that they had yesterday.”
“It was experience hunting, which means it was getting smarter. Joy. Looks like life is going to be annoying as time passes. So, what are they planning to do?”
“They are pleading for any aid that you can offer them as they don’t think that they will last long as things are.”
“Oh, they aren’t looking to renounce their faith and follow me?”
“When I told them the conditions to join us, they got quiet fast about that option.”
“It’s their life, but all of the survivors should have the option. Tell them I will only offer aid if they allow me to speak to all of the survivors. I have a feeling that there may be a few gems hidden in this place that would be worth polishing if they are willing.”
“What happened to not wanting to tear apart a community?”
“You all were doing fine and just lacked clerics like seemingly everywhere else, though with how bloodthirsty a lot of these gods are proving to be, that may be for the best.”
“I think it has more to do with the individuals going power hungry. Jason, while you may lead us as a monolith, currently you don’t place yourself above us. I can see from the poor fool that died in our town that once he realized that he could kill most of the skeletons in a single channel the first night, that it went to his head. He had gone out the second night, planning to do something like you did on your first night with the few that we had in town, acting like he was going to level up and get us all to follow him. He hadn’t been the most well-liked individual, but nobody hated him until he started to say stuff like how we all needed to follow him and let Zeus lead us to greatness. So, when he died, none of us regretted it until a few days later when we realized what not having a mass healing spell meant in our new world. With no electricity and nothing but rudimentary medical treatments, without magic things can get hard fast, especially if that thing had come over, which it likely would have in a few days at most.”
“I get it, they aren’t talking to their god and are only seeing visions in their dreams to guide them and getting to ask a single question when they level up. Even so, you would think a few of them would think to try and establish a pantheon alliance, or something, with other gods rather than look to become monoliths.”
“For all you know some may be doing just that. You have only run into two towns on your way here that had such hostilities present.”
“Yeah, the undead in the city might be so bad that they might have to team up simply to survive. Who knows, perhaps that will even be where alliances between gods start to be formed. Though it would be nice if I could just check my phone and know what is going on around the world, to figure it out like before all of this went down.”
“True, what was once such a simple task is now something that is beyond impossible, and who knows if it will ever be possible again, though I am just thankful that we are not in Europe.”
“The catacombs over there must be a true nightmare to deal with.”
“That is just the tip of the iceberg of what they could be dealing with. If all monsters of legend are being created at their point of origin in our mythology, then they must be in deep trouble right now.”
“You act like there aren’t any ancient legends from the Native Americans that are completely messed up. Ever hear of a Wendigo?”
“You have a fair point, but we have far fewer to deal with than they will.”
“That’s only if the gods are following that kind of script and not just saying you get a monster, you get a monster and you get a monster, you all get a monster! Who knows, we might even get a few that sparkle up in Washington before this is all over.”
“Really, you think that they would do something like that?”
“Who the hell knows. Right now we are all at their mercy. Had I not had my fly spell, there was no way I was living from being captured by that thing earlier. Now, let’s see about talking to everyone here before we move on. The salvage teams should have just about finished with everything here.”
“Alright, give me a few minutes to talk with them.”
“You knew them before all of this, didn’t you?”
“Yes, a lot of us from Green Valley do. The mission was a good venue to hold a whole bunch of events and they have run it for years.”
“Alright, just don’t let it cause you to fail to do what is needed.”
“And that is?”
“Piss them off and not take no for an answer. If I have to kick down the doors to talk to the survivors, I will.”
“I will keep that in mind, though perhaps you would like to talk to them instead.”
“Nah, unless they wish to convert and abandon their faith, I have nothing more to say to them.”
Jason watched as the elven woman, who he was now mentally dubbing as elven diplomat, made her way back to the pair of men who were looking nervously at all of Jason’s followers. He wasn’t quite sure what went wrong, but both men were shaking their heads and started to shout when she didn’t back down from her stance.
“He will not! No worshiper of a false god will set foot in our church to mislead good Christians!”
“Then bring them out here,” interjected Jason out of frustration.
“Why would we do that and make it easier for you to enslave, or kill them when we refuse to convert?!”
“Forget it. Brad, keep them here. Becca, Hazel, gather some of the people from Green Valley who have, or had friends here before all this started. I would prefer to convince those inside not to have their defenses up when we talk to them.”
“You scoundrel. You act like you are here in peace, but force others to act against their convictions. How dare you tempt the brave souls that are drawing closer to God to worship your false deity!”
Jason didn’t even justify that with a response as he waited for Hazel and Rebecca to return with people to convince those inside to trust him. It took ten minutes, but when around 50 people showed up, Jason frowned as he looked at the two ladies for an answer.
“What? It was harder to find people who didn’t know a fair few people that might be in there right now. More than a few of them are hoping that their girlfriend, or boyfriend, are in there right now,” stated Hazel slightly defensively.
“Fair enough. Send them up, but tell them not to go inside unless they are invited in and to try to get them all out here. As much as I would like to piss these two off for being idiots, I don’t feel like speaking in a house consecrated to another god, even if they are currently MIA.”
Jason just sat back as the group went up the hill and started calling out to those in the mission and it wasn’t long before a few came out to see what was going on. At first, they seemed concerned at seeing the large crowd, but when one of them realized that they knew a few of those who were trying to get them to come out, it didn’t take long for the mission to empty. There seemed to even be a few reunions as well as several tears, as news of the losses were shared. Seeing this, Jason decided to just let the scene play out for about half an hour, before he decided to move things along. Making his way up, he found that there were around 800 residents of Elizabeth Lake present. As he looked at them, he could tell that there was a lingering worry hanging over them, with several of them unconsciously looking at the sky nervously. Jason wasted no time in getting everyone’s attention as he pulled out the head of the bat-bird and tossed it on the ground in front of himself. A few screams later and he had the whole crowd looking at the head in disbelief. As he took advantage of the stunned silence, Jason started to speak.
“As you can see, I have killed the beast that was terrorizing you all these past few days, freeing you from its reign of terror and avenging those who it stole from you. Now I am here to offer you a choice that the two priests over there do not wish for me to offer. Your homes are destroyed, your lives are in shambles and from the looks of things, like so many others who find themselves in this new world of struggle and strife, ill prepared for what lies ahead. However, you are alive and that is a victory in itself, one which I intend to ensure that those who follow me have the best chance to successfully achieve continually…”
Jason launched into another rendition of how he was a cleric of Freya who was abandoning the modern world to build something new in the wilderness, in her name. He explained a bit about what worshiping Freya would mean and of the ways the world had changed and what he had seen. Finally, he offered them the chance to follow him under the same conditions as the others, before announcing that they needed to decide quickly as he was leaving in another 30 minutes.
Jason stepped away from them, allowing their questions to be handled by his other followers as he motioned to free the priests. Once free, the pair wasted no time in speaking to the crowd to dissuade them by calling Jason a follower of the great deceiver. This caused a few of those in the crowd to hesitate, while also causing others to scoff before walking down the hill and joining up with Jason’s followers. Like a dam bursting, it wasn’t long before all but a few of the residents had joined Jason’s followers, and those few looked at the priests with pity before apologizing and leaving as well. Jason watched as the two men collapsed into the dirt with a look of utter defeat on their faces, seemingly devoid of any hope. Shaking his head, Jason approached the two men to speak to them one last time.
“Do not look down on them for choosing a chance to live over a promise of eternal salvation that they have no proof of and likely doubt the existence of even more after the events of recent days.”
“Just leave us here to die. We don’t wish to hear you gloating,” interrupted the younger priest in a destitute tone.
“I am not here to gloat. I am here to thank you for sheltering them from the beast, by telling you what actually happened, at least if what I have been told is true…”
Jason quietly shared with them the story about the nuclear bombs that had been launched and how the gods that were worshiped relinquishing their rule to allow the world a chance to live. When he was finished explaining that the gods who were making all the changes were indeed real, but weren’t truly the ones from ancient legends and that he had met the one who went by Freya, he turned to leave. Just after he turned, the older priest spoke.
“Why would you tell us that knowing that we won’t believe it?”
“Whether to believe it or not is up to you, but I must act in all things as if that is the truth, just as if you had met your god and he ordered you to do something. Make no mistake, I take no pleasure in your misfortune and your steadfast faith should be commended. I may not know what point there is in us surviving with the changes that have come over our world, but I know that only by living will I discover that.”
As Jason spared one last look at the priests, he could see the will to live having returned to the older one’s eyes, while only hatred was in the younger one’s eyes. As they bid Elizabeth Lake farewell, Jason doubted either man would live to see another dawn, but he had no justification or desire to kill them, so he left with the ever growing crowd he was gathering.
It wasn’t long before they were in the Mojave Desert and Jason had to give out the order for all spellcasters with the ability to create water with a level 0 spell, to start to do so. Thus, the rest of the morning and early afternoon passed with them passing single houses, or small clusters, all of which had been either deserted, or worse, at this point. Jason knew that most monsters would steer clear of them due to the number of people with them. As they walked, Hazel and Becca came to him with a report on the group as a whole.
“Jason, we need to talk,” prompted Hazel.
“Alright, what do you have for me?”
“2,841, that is how big our group is now, 1,761 of which are female, 1,080 of which are male, four of whom are level 6, 33 are level 5, 264 are level 4, 832 are level 3, 1083 are level 2 and 625 are still level 1. A full 71 of those that are at level 1 need to finish creating their new self and there is nothing out here to fight. Jason, are you sure that leaving populated areas was for the best?”
“No, but see that the 71 are counselled about creating their new selves and distributed through the clerics’ parties, as we hope some of them will be able to become clerics themselves.”
“Is that all you have to say? Hazel and I just worked our butts off to get these numbers for you. Do you have any idea how hard it is to count a moving group of people?”
“Becca, I didn’t ask you two to do that. I would have looked for the ones who still didn’t have a class tonight, but the other numbers aren’t something I am worried about right now. Still, thank you, as I am sure that at the very least you doing so will make them think that I care enough to know.”
“Not good enough.” Rebecca pouted.
“What do you want? A kiss on the cheek?”
“I would certainly accept that as a reward for a day’s hard work,” interjected Hazel. “Though I would prefer it be on the lips.”
“I agree, you owe us each a kiss on the lips and a sincere thank you.”
Jason looked at them both as he saw the expectant looks on their faces before responding.
“It seems that you have gotten over sharing me suddenly, Becca.”
“Jason, there are 681 more women than men here. That pretty much guarantees that for at least this generation, men having at least two wives is going to have to happen. However, we both want you to lead by example and declare that no man may be intimately involved with more than two women at any given time.”
The laughter that came from Freya in response caught Jason off guard, as he winced from its volume before she calmed down and spoke to him.
‘Sorry about that, but she is good. She is still bitter about having to share you with her sister, so she intends to ensure that it doesn’t grow past that. Hmm, normally I would take more of a relaxed position as far as this goes, as war often leads to an unbalancing of the sexes. All right, you are to declare that only when an imbalance between the sexes is present can any man, or woman, take multiple partners of the opposite gender. When only a minor imbalance exists among those who wish to find a wife, or husband, only once a person has failed to find a spouse for over two years may they seek to join the relationship of another….’
Freya continued on to list a seemingly never ending list of caveats and exceptions, and Jason had taken to writing it down as she spoke until he had filled two pages in a notebook and handed it to Rebecca to read.
“There is what Freya has to say on the matter. It should also magically appear in all of her holy texts that was purchased by her faithful. I just wish she had told me that before I wrote that all down.”
“Did Freya seriously lay down a new law just like that?” asked Hazel as Rebecca read the pages.
“No, she just clarified the position her faith holds on the matter. It isn’t entirely new, as polygamy was already acceptable in her teachings.”
“Jason, what is this about spoils of war being fine to bring into one’s bed while away from home?” asked Rebecca in an accusatory tone.
“Did you read the part that any in whom your seed takes hold, or whose seed takes hold in you must be treated the same as you would your spouse until the child is born?”
“Yes. Now why does it sound like it is considered sanctioned adultery?”
“Becca, the world has lost everything that made life convenient. If we go to war, there may be men and women who will go years away from their spouse while facing death constantly. To say that they can’t relieve some tension is to ignore reality. If you finish reading, you will find that war and natural disasters are when she expects polygamy to be needed. She also says that at no time would such unions be allowed without repopulating the earth at their center.”
“How would two guys getting with a woman ever be about increasing the population fast?” questioned Hazel in an accusatory tone.
“Genetic diversity. Inbreeding never ends well. You will even find a section in there on sharing spouses for such purposes.”
“Alright, that is just gross. Are there any acts that are just simply forbidden when it comes to who your sexual partners are?” asked Hazel with a sour look on her face.
“Taking anyone by force. Coercion is fine in the case of the spoils of war, but other than that, there are circumstances, however obscure, that anyone is fair game.”
“Alright, Jason,” spoke Hazel in a hushed tone as she looked worried about saying her next words. “Why the heck are we worshiping this perverted goddess?”
“It was a simple whim when I chose her, based on alignment, domains and recognizing the name. However, she has ensured that I have no real choice in the matter anymore. That said, she is a god of love, not morality. As they say, all is fair in love and war.”
“At least if we can get Jason to marry us, he will be restricted to us unless one of these other situations presents itself,” commented Rebecca, after finishing the last bit and handing the notes to Hazel. “That said, we would essentially always have to have one of us with child every other year once we are married, unless Jason is off to war.”
“Alright, we just need a goddess of war to not start any wars,” retorted Hazel sarcastically.
Jason just shook his head as the first halfway decent group of buildings came into view and he saw a single human man standing in the middle of the path ahead with his arms crossed. Seeing this, Jason called for everyone to take a short rest as he moved forward with his core party in tow. As he drew closer, he could see that the man didn’t seem to look happy to see them and Jason wondered if the man had drawn the short straw of any survivors in the area.
“That’s close enough. Now what the hell are all you doing out here at Willow Springs?”
“You mean besides walking?” responded Bradley sarcastically.
“You best watch your tone. You’re on our land right now.”
“Yeah, and-”
“Bradley, I know it has been a long hot day, but do you really need to provoke the man?” asked Hazel in a chiding manner.
“Hey, he started by being rude. He could have asked how we are doing, or at least said hello.”
“Brad, he is likely afraid for his life. Even if all of the places we passed along the way have gathered here, I doubt they have more than a few hundred if they even have a hundred people here,” added Jason, before responding to the man. “We really are just passing through as we get as far away from civilization as we possibly can.”
“And why are you doing that?”
“Have the dead not been making themselves known here?”
“If you mean the couple of bone men that have popped up the last few nights, then yeah, but they are nothing too much to worry about.”
“They are when they number in the hundreds, or thousands and you have a bunch of A-holes making life difficult as they try to take everything over.”
“Alright, say I buy that, what the heck made you think that walking across the Mojave Desert was a good idea? There is nothing out here for you all but dust and hot air.”
“That is exactly why I chose this path. My goal is to avoid the cities as much as possible. Now unless you are looking to worship Freya, or have anyone nearby who is, we will be on our way.”
“What is that about Freya? You all are actually worshiping one of those weirdos who changed our world into this pile of dung? Now I know that there is something wrong with your heads.”
“You’re right, a bunch of deities show up and take away everything that makes life easy and say worship us. Why could anyone who is faced with hordes of undead that only the clerics of these new gods can push back with ease worship them? It’s not like there is any benefit in doing so at all, like someone to heal your wounds and many other things that I don’t have time to get into. Now, either move aside, call out the rest of those that are hiding nearby who are likely terrified as we likely outnumber you at least ten to one, or I’ll just go ahead and walk over there and see for myself what we have.”
Jason had grown annoyed at the man acting like Jason even taking the time to speak to him was anything but beyond an extreme courtesy. The day had already been a long one, which he was sure that he had a sunburnt face from, and they still had another seven miles or so before they could call it a day.
“Got it. You’re a fool who is leading a whole army of fools. I know when to step aside and let the dead pass. Just please don’t die too close to here. I would hate to have to deal with so many zombies at once.”
With that, the man let Jason and his followers pass and had that been the end of it, Jason would have thought nothing of it, but it didn’t take long for other people to pop out. There were almost a hundred of these people, who quickly approached Jason’s followers and started asking them questions as they walked by. When one of the two riders in his group came to inform Jason that around 50 of the people from Willow Springs wanted to join up with them, Jason just sighed. Knowing that Freya wanted him to pick up more followers, he consented as he called for a 30-minute break to give the people time to get ready. As time passed, 50 quickly became 65, with 35 being men, bringing the total people following Jason to 2,906 and lessening the imbalance of the sexes slightly as they set off once more.
Apparently, his thought on all the surrounding area heading for Willow Springs had been on point, as all those who he had just picked up were these migrants. They had all been stressed as, as a whole they were all still level 1, save for a few exceptions and none of them had figured out how the new world worked all too well yet. For them, the stories that had been shared about how Jason had made it this far had been enough to draw them in. Him slaying the bat-bird had apparently been what had convinced the ones on the fence when the group had stopped to let the new members gather their things. Jason just sighed as he knew that he needed to gather citizens. He just worried about how he was going to feed them all as it would take 1,453 gold a day to do so off trail rations. Luckily tonight was covered by all the canned food that had been brought, as Jason doubted anyone was going to level up tonight as all the monsters in the area seemed to be steering clear of them. That was unless you counted an occasional scorpion, or other minor annoyance they happened to stumble upon. Still, hearing a scream due to having a six-inch scorpion pop out was definitely something that got old after the tenth time.
In a way Jason was missing the endless horde of undead, though he knew that he would face off against them plenty more times in the future. While he had kept quiet about it for the moment, Freya had already said that the first war would be to reclaim the land from the undead when Hazel had commented about her not to starting any wars. Jason was already going over what he would need to do once they reached where he planned on the city being constructed. He knew that he wouldn’t have the luxury of ever standing still as Freya’s prophet. He couldn’t help but look at Hazel and Rebecca and think about how they had no idea what they would be signing up for by wishing to marry him. It was these thoughts that dominated Jason’s mind the rest of the day, until they reached their stopping point for the day next to another decent size group of houses. To be precise, they had stopped next to a dog rescue establishment, which like everything else in the area looked completely deserted.
Jason wasn’t about to relax in the unknown, even though he doubted that they would face anything remotely like what they had their first few nights, out here in the desert. So, he assigned five watches of just under 600 on each watch. This included both perimeter teams and at least 150 to walk amongst the sleeping, to ensure that nothing was coming from underground. As they lay down, Jason could tell that the wind was going to be their greatest foe that night as it was kicking up sand and dust. As the sun faded from view and the stars came out, Jason waited to see if any undead would come. Sure enough, only a few came shuffling in and the perimeter guards handled them easily and Jason was just about to turn in when a shout came out. Descending from the sky were what looked like small dirt devils, only they seemed more solid and moved erratically. Had Freya not whispered the words ‘air elemental’ to him, Jason would have not realized what he was looking at. All Jason could think of was how, like a tornado, they likely would go where they like and not worry about what was already there. He also could tell that trying to strike preemptively wouldn’t do any good as the mini tornadoes were moving too quickly for them, so taking this into account he gave his orders.
“Looks like even mother nature is leveling up. Those are air elementals. I am relatively sure that they are neither friend nor foe. Just like nature, they just are what they are and they will do as they will. That means that we need to keep an eye on them, even if they are just weak ones. Now, first watch, take your positions and everyone else try and get some sleep.”
With that the camp tenuously made their way to their bedrolls and prepared to try and sleep. Jason gave one last look at the air elementals before settling in with Hazel and Rebecca on either side of him, resigned to waking up with both of them holding on to him. The only reason Jason had been able to sleep at ease was due to the fact that four of the watch had been assigned to stand guard over him and the core team all night. This served two purposes. First, it greatly reduced the odds of something getting to them while they slept and second, it ensured that if something happened, they would be awoken immediately.
(*****)




Day 7

When Jason awoke, uncomfortably covered in sweat with sand sticking to him everywhere, he found that he needed to spend a fair bit of time shaking the sand off him and out of every crack and crevasse in his clothing. He would not call what he had gotten a restful night’s sleep, as it had been too hot for even Hazel and Rebecca to seek him out. Still, morning was here and it was time to pack up and eat. Today each person would be eating three of the nine cans he had made sure they each had, as he had not been able to buy rations. This was due to the lack of anyone leveling up and he didn’t have enough currently in stock to go around, thanks to their new additions. As Jason was pondering this and going over what they would need to do for the day, Rebecca spoke.
“Jason, any chance I could get you to use that create water spell of yours to give me a shower?”
“Becca, if I gave you one, the whole camp would want one, so unless you just want me to dump water over you, clothes and all, the answer is no.”
“Hmm, that might be better than nothing.”
“It wouldn’t be, trust me,” interjected Hazel as she stretched out. “It would cause everything to chafe and the sand would make it especially nasty. That said we really need to get cleaned up at some point. At this rate morale is going to tank before we reach wherever you are taking us.”
“We will stop at the first lake that we come across.”
“Jason, we are in the middle of the desert. Where are we going to find a lake?”
“We will pass by a few once we hit the 395. However, today is about getting onto the 14 and passing by one of the last things that can be considered a town by even the most liberal of definitions. At least until we get close to the junction where the 14 and the 395 come together. Besides, it would only be worse to get cleaned up and start feeling like we do now in a matter of hours. At least once we get to where we are going we should be able to enjoy a short break.”
“Wait, why only a short one?” asked Felicity.
“Ah yes, most of us will be staying to build the city, but a portion of us will have more work to do. As Elven-Rogue-One you are stuck with me Miss Felicity, just like Brad and Becca.”
“What about me?” asked Hazel in a stern tone.
“I might need to leave you behind if none of the other druids reach level 5 by then. Getting our food supply secured is a must, plus I need someone who I can trust to stay behind to lead.”
“Screw that. If you leave me behind, I am going to track you down even if it kills me. Jason, I don’t care about all of them, I care about you, Becca and sometimes Bradley.”
“That hurts you know,” quipped Bradley, as he started to over act being wounded by her words. “Really, I think I might die. The elf says she doesn’t care about me. What ever will I do?”
“At least someone is having fun,” grumbled Felicity. “But seriously, why the hell are you even guiding them all if you just plan to ditch them once you get there? Why not just tell that druid from Green Valley to take charge and trust her to get the job done?”
“I need to be the one to designate the location. Now Hazel, did you get everyone without a class assigned to a cleric?”
“Yes, you should have 25 who will join your party when we leave as you are the main experience gainer. Do you think that we will be facing a fight today?”
“There is a cemetery in Mojave. Either they won, or we will be walking into what happens to a town when the undead win.”
“You don’t think that the whole town got done in, do you?” asked Rebecca, looking worried.
“It would have likely been close to one on one that first night. It’s hard to say what happened, but even if they won, I doubt more than half survived.”
“I bet you it was an absolute slaughter,” commented Bradley solemnly.
“Way to bring down the mood,” huffed Rebecca.
“I’m just saying that I remember that first night when I was trying to get home and how I should have died. If they have a large cemetery, then it wasn’t a few groups of skeletons that a level 1 cleric has a chance against, but zombies that we have seen take a channel from Jason here at level 5 and withstand it. To make it worse, they would have come en masse from a single location so they couldn’t even try to take them out one or two at a time. I’m just saying it is better to assume that they didn’t make it and be happy to find out that we’re wrong.”
“Brad is right. Until we see otherwise, it is best to assume that we are walking into a horde of zombies,” commented Jason. “Now, pass the word to everyone that we are expecting a fight today and make sure that everyone is ready for it, as I expect it to be a big one. Also, let them know that we will likely have a town to pick clean after the fight if I’m right.”
It wasn’t long before they were on the road and Jason could tell tensions were high as they walked. The normal chatter that accompanied them walking was nonexistent as they moved about that morning. When they could see the first group of houses in the distance that marked the outskirts of Mojave and the first suburb they had seen since they left Elizabeth Lake, Jason called the whole group to a stop. He took a moment to think before he selected the five strongest clerics other than himself and ensured that their parties were full of those who were still level 1 besides each of their core parties. Next, he had everyone who was level 3 and up form up in a defensive formation, leaving the roughly 1700 level 2 and below members of the crowd behind. Slowly they advanced until they were about 100 feet from the first house and Jason had them come to a halt.
“Alright, we are probably going to have a real fight on our hands in a second. Also, I intend to overdo it a fair bit at the open, even if it means using all of my channels up early. The six of us clerics are all at least level five and have five to nine channels to spend. Hopefully that will be enough to reduce their numbers for the second phase. Where the level 3 and 4 clerics will support the shield wall after we return. That’s right, we are going out in front of the shield wall as I cast a spell that will hide us from the undead while we do so. Those of you on the frontline, make sure you don’t attack us when we fall back either, as our lives are crucial to everyone’s survival. Now, it’s time to make a lot of noise as we find out who owns this town, the living or the dead.”
This started the clock as he cast his spell to hide him and the other five clerics, as they moved in front of the front line that was 90 people across, and ran to spread out such that they were about 60 feet apart in pairs. At that, they started to march forward as the front line started to bash their shields, with Bradley calling out “Left…Left…Left Right Left…” as they advanced. This was followed by another in the formation starting to call out a cadence about a Mack truck as several others joined in and it wasn’t long before the whole group was taking part. Jason just smiled as he saw the tension that he knew had been building this whole time start to ease as they just advanced slowly. They struggled to stay in line as despite the cadence, they were not in step. This meant that they weren’t making much progress as the front line moved in more of a shuffle until they were 30 feet from the first house and at least 1,000 zombies came streaming out of the group of houses.
At the sight of them, the shield wall took a defensive posture as Jason held his hand up while the six clerics looked nervous at the wave of zombies. These zombies were an obvious mix of fresh corpses and those who had been embalmed, as they were dressed in a mixture of tattered suits and dresses and adventuring gear. Jason found it disheartening that that was the only defining feature that he could point to tell them apart and he tried to ignore the faces that once were someone’s father, mother, brother, sister, son, or daughter. However, when the zombies started to moan in unison as some let out shrieks, Jason frowned as he felt that it was weird that they hadn’t just rushed in. He thought back to the undead he faced off against before that had been different and had a bad feeling as he saw more undead streaming out of another cluster of houses. This group started rushing over and Jason could see dust being kicked up in the direction of the main area of the town, letting him know that even more were on their way. The zombies were organized and Jason could tell that they knew what it meant to be outnumbered and were content to wait for the circumstances to be reversed. Seeing this, Jason had the opposite reaction to the rest of his followers as he shouted out.
“Rejoice! For today we truly begin to fight back in the war to reclaim our world! Do not fear those who are simply a shadow of a person who was lost to the war already and wishes to be set free from this torment. Once more rejoice! They may have learned a bit, but in this case, it will cause them harm, not gain. By coming all at once, the six of us will be able to decimate their ranks as they charge at us! Now, followers of the beautiful and mighty Freya, ready yourselves for battle as there is no running today. These are not men or beasts that can tire. All that running will do is ensure your death as you will tire and when your legs give out you will find yourself being overwhelmed by them. However, if you stand your ground, you will find yourself being healed as they are destroyed by our goddess’s might!
Now cry out and shout until our foe who knows no fear learns what fear is!”
As Jason finished his impromptu speech, he could hear at first Bradley, but quickly followed by others just start shouting to the heavens as they waited for the undead to arrive. During this time, he had ordered the formation into somewhat of a box formation, such that all sides of the formation had melee fighters with shields on it. Finally, after over 20 minutes, what must have been every undead in the town had arrived. This included man and beast alike, as more undead than Jason could count were in front of him. The undead now outnumbered the roughly 1,200 followers that he had behind him at least five to one, if not six, or seven to one. Yet his followers were still banging their weapons against their shields as they pounded out a rhythm that would have been at home at any high school football game just a week prior to today. Now it was being used to keep the hype up as they waited for the mass of decaying bodies to charge, which they finally did.
It started with ones and twos, but within a few seconds the whole horde was in motion as it spread out such that Jason was sure that all sides of his followers’ formation would be hit. This meant that the lower-leveled clerics were about to see plenty of action as they worked to keep the frontlines healthy. Just as the first wave of undead was about to reach the formation, Jason and the other clerics unleashed their channels one after another. They cleared out four waves with a one-second delay between the pairs to see if a second channel would be needed as it was occasionally, but on the fourth wave things started to go wrong. The sides of the formation were in a real struggle after only 24 seconds of fighting, due to the weaker clerics sometimes needing three channels to kill a single wave of undead. Still, due to the constant healing, it was holding as the zombies’ bodies piled up and the stench set in. No, the real issue was that one of the cleric pairs in front, like Jason, had failed to kill any of the zombies who surrounded them. As the spell that concealed all of them stopped working on anything that had been attacked by the warded individual, this meant that around 300 zombies had spotted them. Both clerics turned and ran for the formation as the spell casters behind the line sent level 0 spells out like crazy.
Between the clerics’ luck and the help of those who were behind the front line they had made it, if only barely. At the same time, this had been Jason’s and the other three clerics’ signal to fall back as well. Once behind the line, Jason continued to spend his channels until he was down to his last one, as he had ordered that all other clerics hold their last channel for the night. For Jason, this channel was to heal everyone once the fight was over, or if it looked like it was needed.
The fight had been raging for all of a minute, yet the horde of undead that had drastically outnumbered them had been reduced to just a thousand. The front line was holding, if only barely, as the spellcasters fired one level zero spell after another and everyone else did whatever they could to attack. This almost desperate struggle continued long past when the healing power of the channels had stopped, until finally the last of the undead had fallen. Seeing this, Jason wasn’t alone in breathing a sigh of relief as he ordered all of those who needed to be healed to surround him. As the formation shifted, Jason caught sight of a few of his followers who had fallen in battle and were either unconscious or dead. Frowning, he ordered them to be brought over as well to attempt to save them, or at least make it harder for them to join the army of the undead. Once the last of the fallen was within range, Jason wasted no time in starting his final channel as he spoke. 
“Goddess Freya, we thank you for bringing us victory and pray that our fallen find their way to Fólkvangr where they can find peace.”
As his channel washed over the group surrounding him and those who had fallen, he watched as over half of the fallen regained consciousness while looking confused. Still, just over a dozen didn’t move, they had passed into the next life and would be burned like the undead. As for the living, it was clear that many still needed more healing, though that would need to wait for now as the town needed to be picked over and the funeral pyre needed to be built and lit. In the meantime, the 1700 who were still level one or two came over to do their part by performing battlefield cleanup. This included the collection of all coins under the supervision of Hazel and Rebecca, who would act as the collection point while Bradley and Jason went into town. Two hours later, they were on their way out of the town which had the same name of the desert in which it resided, Mojave. They had lost 13 of their members, but had found 14 weak but alive people who had managed to survive. They had done this by barricading themselves in rooms that couldn’t be breached by the undead, but posed no issue for determined looters. From the few dozen other undead that were found trapped in similar places, Jason knew just how lucky, or unlucky the 14 had been. While they were all safe, they were still very weak as he worked to get them rehydrated and restored, before loading them into a wagon and placing them in the care of the gnomish cleric.
Thanks to being back on major roads for almost all of the remaining trip, Jason had his followers pick up trailers that were now full of goods that they had found while combing over the town. Each of these were being pushed from behind and pulled by ropes by his followers in shifts, allowing them to only slow the progress of the group slightly while allowing them to transport many items of value. Jason had deemed the loss in speed to be worth the extra food, tools, weapons, armor and books, as well as other items of value.
When they were about a quarter mile out of town, Jason looked back one last time at the plume of smoke to one side of the town where all the corpses of the dead were being burnt. Most of the smoke came from the massive pile of undead, but a few hundred feet away was the pyre where they had held a short service for their fallen to honor them. Turning to the left, Jason took in what was now a plane graveyard that had originally only been meant to store the roughly 100 commercial jets currently sitting there, but was now their final resting spot. It had been the fuel meant to let them fly once more that Jason had used to ensure that the fires consumed all of the bodies and left nothing but ash and brittle bone.
With that they started walking on highway 14, leaving Mojave behind for the time being as he was sure that they would come back one day to salvage those planes. If for nothing else, the metal that they were made of was worth plenty and who knew, perhaps someone would figure out a way to get them to work one day. However, whatever had happened to gunpowder had affected fuel as well, as the jet fuel hadn’t burned as violently, or smelled as strongly as Jason expected. Still, it was burning so combustion engines should still be possible to create, though they needed time to experiment and to preferably find a working one that didn’t have any high-tech electrical components. These thoughts dominated Jason’s mind as he considered what it would take to return to a world where traveling hundreds of miles was counted in hours, not days or weeks. As they walked, they passed a trailer park packed with another few hundred zombies, which they defeated quickly before continuing on until it was time to set up camp once more.
That night they stopped in the middle of nowhere, as Jason decided that there was no point in trying to find a fenced-in area since there were too many to fit securely in one anyways. Instead, he had them set up right next to highway 14 and got them into their five watches. As the sun set and Jason lay there sweaty, exhausted, and beyond filthy, he still smiled knowing that he would get to spend the 413,177 gold that he was currently carrying in both bags of holding that were almost overflowing. As it turned out, thousands of people dying at level 1 meant that most hadn’t spent their gold yet. Add in the gold that they had collected from killing the undead and it grew quite large quite fast, and Jason had simply stated that he would handle turning it into usable goods for the group. There had been a few grumbles, but those who had been there since the start silenced all of them as most of the group was gaining at least one level from the day’s events. With a smile on his face and Hazel and Rebecca to his sides, Jason let his exhaustion overtake him. When the white room came into view, Jason was once more greeted by the sight of Freya smiling at him.
“I must say it has felt off not seeing you for two whole days, yet I know that with each level, the time between these visits will grow longer. Still, you have brought me so much power in this crucial phase that I feel as if it would be wrong not to reward you. As such I am doubling whatever coins you have on you right now. I mean, how could anyone possibly have more than a few thousand at this point?”
Jason could see the smile on Freya’s face as she clearly all but broke the rules to favor him and he held in a chuckle before responding.
“I thank you, my goddess, for your generosity. I will ensure that it is used for the good of your worshippers.”
“Just make sure that you leave a perfect statue of me behind for them to worship before you go off on your own. In fact, as this will be your last time seeing me before then, here is some stone. Make it now before you leave. Now get a good look at me from every angle before using your spell to create the statue.”
Jason smiled wryly as he looked Freya over like he had never before as she struck a pose with a sword raised in one hand and her hand clenched over her perfect bosom. Jason felt like the pose was a bit silly and impractical so he spoke.
“Goddess, this piece needs to be able to travel, or I will have to redo it once we reach there, so that pose is a bit impractical. Perhaps something with your arms at your sides that can be used as reference for when we create the massive one in the temple that I have planned for you once our settlement is established.”
“You’re lucky you know how to flatter me, even when your mind says that I look ridiculous. Very well, you are right. So long as everything is correct, a good artist can create what I am after from a simple pose. Now come here and make sure to take in every detail as I will be disappointed if any of my proportions are even slightly off.”
It took Jason 30 minutes of looking and touching when and where prompted to, but he finally felt confident in not messing anything up. Taking a deep breath and keeping the image in his head as best he could, he used his spell to craft the statue of his goddess out of the marble that she provided. The amount of detail that was captured was astonishing as Jason took the piece, that he stretched every bit of his memory to get perfect. As he took in his work, Freya was doing the same, as she ran her hands over her own body while doing the same to the statue as she muttered to herself before she finally turned to Jason with a smile.
“You trimmed a few pounds off my breasts and butt. Don’t you know better than to mess with perfection? Though I suppose it will work as long as you make it clear to the others that while close, this statue doesn’t do my beauty justice. Now, let’s move onto your sole question.”
“Very well, as this is likely the last time that I will see you before I start actively crusading to remove the undead from the land, I will ask a question that I don’t think I want to know the answer to, but must. What is happening in the cities of the world?”
“Ah, yes, that is a difficult question to know the answer to as a resident of your world before it changed. Simply put, for the most part only those like yourself who have abandoned civilization are still alive and free from anywhere that once had over a few hundred thousand humans living there. Most of the exceptions are the holdouts in what you would call panic rooms and bunkers. Still, they have all just encased themselves in their own tombs as they have no way out and once they run out of food, water, or air, it will all be over. Even so, some of those who were prepared for the zombie apocalypse are set for years if nothing manages to break into their tomb. Now when you arrive in these cities, be prepared for hard fights as even if the zombies are weak, they are gaining intelligence each day as a hive mentality takes hold. Once fully sentient undead start to rise, you will find that simply sending waves of positive energy out will be ineffective. Because of that, until every undead in the major cities has been cleansed, none may sleep soundly as given a year it may be too late. You need to put that aside for now as you focus on your level and buying your goods for my people as well as for yourself. As if you let it overwhelm you, you will find your task beyond impossible and I promise that with how you are growing, it won’t be if you are allowed to mature. At the very least you should be able to handle your region.”
Jason thought over Freya’s words as he mentally prepared himself to face off against hordes that numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Finally, he just let it go and smiled as he quickly leveled up to level 7 and selected his domain spell that would allow him to teleport just under 700 feet at will at his current level. He then selected a new level 1 spell that summoned spiked chains to attack and his two level 4 spells. One would allow him, or one of his allies, to move freely no matter what and the other infused him with divine power making him better at everything for a short while. Next, he added a feat that improved his channels’ effectiveness and added skill ranks, before he rushed to the magic gear store with the extra gold Freya gave him burning a hole in his pocket. He quickly spent 288,000 of it on two items he had had his eyes on since he had first looked through everything. One was a belt that increased all physical abilities by six points and the other was a headband that did the same for the mental stats. Next, he bought a set of kikko armor made with mithril enchanted with a plus two bonus to his AC and enchantment that let him move more freely by sacrificing a single AC that cost him 9,750 gold. As he equipped them, Freya clapped before speaking.
“Very wise choice as your survival is paramount. Sadly, the extra spells that you will gain must wait until you wear that headband for 24 hours as its effects aren’t considered permanent. Now, ensure that you do not ignore your two brides-to-be.”
“They are not there yet.”
“Jason, they are, and while I will allow it to happen in its own time, you will grow to love them once you stop fighting it. They have accepted that they will need to share you with the other. Now you must let go of your old world’s logic and the hierarchy of need. Your path will be one of the darkest of all and you will need love in your life, especially as my prophet. No other women will ever be able to be there for you as they will. Hold tightly to them and simply let them in.”
Jason frowned as he thought over Freya’s words as he knew she had basically just commanded him to fall in love with Rebecca and Hazel. While he didn’t dislike them and figured that it was inevitable at this point barring them dying, he didn’t feel ready to let them all the way in. He still had 115,250 gold left of the extra gold that Freya had given him to work with, as he decided to get the items that were needed for the group as a whole first, as he thought on what to get the two women.
With a budget of 413,177 gold, Jason first got four extra light wagons costing him 200 gold. Next was ten days of rations for the whole group that cost 7,267 gold. After that, he got four more of the largest bags of holding and ten headbands that would increase the wearer’s wisdom and charisma by two, to boost the other clerics, which set him back another 160,000 gold. Next, Jason picked up 50 torches that would never go out and didn’t use a real flame, but an illusion that looked like one, costing another 5,500 gold. Ten days of feed for all the horses for 25 gold and 50 rings that offered a plus one to AC through a deflection bonus, for 100,000 gold. At the same time, Jason decided to pick up the two of the most advanced versions of the same ring for another 100,000 gold from the gold Freya had just given him. These rings were a bit nicer in design than the ones he was handing out to those who would be going with him to fight the undead, as instead of a simple band of gold they had a Celtic knot design inlaid on them. This left Jason with a little over 150,000 gold to work with, so he picked up an item that would create an instant tower that could be used for a portable base for 55,000 gold. Next came five items that could transform into bridges of up to 30 feet in length and three feet wide for 35,000 gold. Lastly, Jason picked up 10 rings that negated the need to eat, or sleep more than a few hours a day once it had been worn for a week. These rings were for his personal party that he would leave with once they were selected. With around 35,000 gold left, Jason decided that it would be best to leave the rest with those who stayed behind to build the city to get anything that they discovered a need for. As Jason thought over everything one last time to ensure that he wasn’t forgetting anything, Freya spoke once more.
“My, my, getting your ladies engagement rings already. I must say that you accepted your fate rather fast.”
At Freya’s words Jason just shook his head as he responded a bit wryly.
“Nah, not calling them that. Just going to say that you were going to rip my power out of me if I didn’t give them the rings to help protect them. I will also be sure to say that like my belt and headband, that they are a gift from you for their devotion to you and I.”
Freya wore a smile as she retorted matter-of-factly.
“I think you should just ask them already, before they decide that they don’t want to share you with each other, or worse, another lady tries to steal you from them.”
“Elven-Rogue-One would never do that.”
“Oh, if you started to use her name she just might, but she isn’t the main concern. No, you have hundreds of single women seeing you do the impossible over and over again. If it weren’t for Rebecca and Hazel, do you think none of them would have made a move on you, Jason, as frowned upon as it was in your society, when the world is ending and they are trying to survive? Many women will have no issue trading their body for safety and security.”
“I am well aware of that,” commented Jason, while frowning. “In a way it’s what I feel Hazel and Becca are doing right now. Honestly, I just don’t want a few years to pass only for them to realize that they made a massive mistake in agreeing to share me.”
“Jason, the only regret that there will be is you waiting too long to accept them. You needn’t worry about it today, or tomorrow, but soon. If you don’t make it clear that they are yours and you are theirs, others may make the moves that they are hesitant to right now. Once you have made it clear to all, you can take your time with the rest and just find what works for you.”
Jason didn’t have time to respond as the room faded from view at that moment and he was left pondering his options.
(*****)




Days 8 & 9

When Jason opened his eyes, he found both Hazel and Rebecca doing the same as they sighed before extracting themselves from him. As Jason sat up, he found that all the goods that were too large for him to carry from his purchases in the white room were a short ways away and just past the last person’s sleeping area in the camp. Stretching, Jason moved his arms around both Hazel’s and Rebecca’s shoulders as he pulled them into himself for a hug before releasing them as he pulled out four rings.
“I know that they aren’t the kinds of rings that you want, but they will help me to ensure that you both survive by deflecting attacks and ensuring that you never starve.”
“Are you saying that we can put one of them on our left ring finger if we like?” asked Hazel tentatively.
“Yeah, is this you saying that you are willing to accept and commit to us and no others?” added Rebecca
“Yes, and yes. You both can even say that you both are engaged to me and that I don’t need any other women in my life. Though our wedding will be held off for likely years as until the temple to Freya that I have planned is complete, the venue for our wedding doesn’t exist. Also, we need to make sure that the whole two-person max is passed along to everyone to be the current situation. The last thing I want is any issues to be caused by others thinking I can be convinced to have more than two wives.”
Jason felt himself being sandwiched between both of them as they hugged him tightly while each extracted their first kisses. He had to shake his head mentally at the fact that they hadn’t even kissed before he let them call him their fiancé. Though he just chalked it up to how backward the world had become and told himself that it was more of a promise to find out if this could work and if it could, to marry them.
“Thank you, Jason, though I have to say that it is rather sudden,” commented Hazel.
“Yes, I feel like we are skipping the whole dating portion of the experience. You’re not hoping to get out of that altogether, are you?”
“Becca, our dates will be once we leave the group as a whole, though you shouldn’t expect more than us going for walks together and I mean all three of us. The world isn’t a place that I feel fine letting either of you out of my sight, so you both better get comfortable with moving extremely fast in some things and slow as hell in others. As for it being sudden, I’ll just say that you have a certain goddess in your corners.”
“Alright, I guess I can understand that. So, what is the plan moving forward on how we are to act?” asked Rebecca.
“There isn’t one, other than until you two are ready to be mothers and I am ready to be a father, no sex.”
“Jason, that is just mean. It could be years before we are in a spot to feel safe enough for that,” complained Hazel.
“As I said, slow as hell in some things. I may just say that our first time can wait for our wedding night.”
“Hold on, you said sex, so everything else would still be on the table?” asked Rebecca with a mischievous smile.
“Perhaps, but not until we have at least gotten used to holding hands and kissing. I’m not looking to lose my mind the first time we do anything and go all the way.”
“That’s fine as long as you aren’t expecting us to be good little nuns until the day comes for you to finally buck up the courage to go all the way.”
“Becca, I expect courage to have very little to do with me going all the way. No, it will be more likely that you two wound me up until I couldn’t take it anymore. Good thing that Freya gave me this headband to boost my willpower even higher than it already was.”
“Wait, what!? She tells you to buck up and commit to us, then gives you an item that will make seducing you harder. Does she love us, or hate us?”
“Becca, she likely sees us as her children and knows that being together will make us happier and wants to keep Jason focused on what he needs to be doing. Besides, we don’t need to seduce him anymore, we just need to be patient and enjoy the buildup. After all, we have hundreds of years to be together hopefully. Not to mention, the higher his will is the harder it will be for a home wrecker to use a mind-altering spell on him to get him into her bed.”
“Exactly. The last thing we need is a succubus showing up and having her way with me. As for what we need to do right now, that would be walking, so let’s get going.”
With that Jason went about organizing and distributing everything that he had purchased as was currently needed. This included separately pulling aside the ten clerics who would be in charge of leading the ten parties of ten. Jason handed each of them one of the headbands that increased their wisdom and charisma slightly and five of the basic rings that boosted AC slightly. This included the elven cleric he had defeated in Castaic, named Riona, who had managed to reach level 6 in the last fight and officially joined the clergy of Freya. When Jason handed her a headband and five rings, telling her to select her ten party members, she had been ecstatic to have the opportunity to do so.
Once that was taken care of, it was time to work on loading up the new wagons as they moved the gear which had been packed on the horses’ backs into them. Though one of them had been packed with the statue of Freya such that it would survive, though Jason felt like if something chipped, or broke off, he could fix it with stone shaping if all the pieces were still present. While his followers were handling this, he went to check up on the 14 survivors from Mojave who were looking much better after being cared for overnight. They shared a story of absolute terror as they described the first night when everything went to hell and they thanked Jason for saving them and all agreed to follow Freya. Though Jason felt like they would have followed any deity that the group who saved them did simply to survive, with what they had been through. Still, them agreeing solved his main concern as when he picked them up, they weren’t in any condition to agree, or disagree with converting, but he couldn’t just leave them.
This left Jason with his own party to build and he considered things after handing Bradley and Felicity their rings to avoid needing food. The five remaining rings of this type were for his party and he needed to make sure to select a team that could work well together while under the most pressure. So, Jason was focused on compatibility and at Felicity’s request, he had allowed her now level 5 friends, Leah Davis and Molly Bailey, to join his party. Molly had feline features as she had chosen to become a cat girl sorceress, with cat ears poking out of her curly black hair and a tail. Leah, on the other hand, had remained human, though she now had far more muscle than you would expect to see on a young adult woman who wasn’t a body builder. Dressed in heavy armor while carrying a sword and shield, she looked ready to throw down with anyone who challenged her, with her brown hair cut short. Both had been glad to be joining their friend in what they called the lead party, and were quick to pick up the warnings Rebecca and Hazel put out about getting too close to Jason when they showed off their rings. Rebecca and Hazel also had insisted to be the ones to hand Molly and Leah their rings.
Next, Jason had investigated those who showed the most promise, as he put it, informing everyone that as his party would be doing the hardest jobs, so he needed the best team possible. This meant that even if it robbed a talent from another party, they would have to put up with it as he likened it to being drafted. He also made it clear that if someone was asked to join any of the other parties and refused, that it would reflect extremely poorly on them if they failed to offer a fair reason for why.
With this put out, Jason was surprised and slightly annoyed when Oscar Johnston’s party encouraged Jason to select the wizard. They even talked him up as extremely competent and able to do whatever was needed. Jason paused for a long moment as he considered it. This was due to the elf’s charisma score being all the way down at seven. Still, he had a 20 in intelligence and the rest of his stats were great. It was just his actions were consistent with the low charisma as he couldn’t keep from doing things like staring at attractive women obnoxiously and fumbling his lines when he tried to talk to them. It had been this that led to his party wanting him gone as he just didn’t know how to not be creepy. So, Jason had reluctantly taken him on and told him to just hang out with Bradley and do what he did when interacting with others. Jason hoped that he could nurture Oscar into a field researcher, focused on spotting any changes to their world as they needed to figure out more than the gods were willing to tell them with each level up.
The last slot that Jason was able to fill before they stopped for the day was taken by an oread man named Brayden Meyers, who like the rest had been with Jason since he lost Devan and Will. Brayden was built to hit hard as a fighter with 20 strength, as he joined Bradley and Leah to discuss how they were to coordinate. As the three frontliners, their goal was to make sure that Jason, Hazel, Rebecca, Molly and Oscar stayed alive. They figured that Felicity could handle herself and while they didn’t expect Jason to need help staying alive, losing him would mean that they all might as well pack things in and accept their own deaths. The more that Jason thought it over, the more he found positives to several different options for the last member of the party. Even a second cleric had some merits to it, though Jason decided against it as all the best ones were already assigned to lead other parties and the rest would be needed in the settlement to work on building it with stone shaping.
When they arrived at their stopping point for the day, in the form of an abandoned ranch that looked to have already been thoroughly ransacked, Jason was still pondering his options. Though he knew it would need to wait as he sent out a few teams to survey the area and from the looks of things, the people who lived here had made their way out of their own accord. There were a few signs of a struggle, but they looked like what he would expect from skeletons and very little blood could be found. After the whole place had been looked over, Jason and his party settled into the portable tower that he had bought as they took in the new item’s features. This included three floors, though they were nothing more than a floor with a hole in the center through which one could use a ladder to ascend, or descend. It also featured windows like you would expect to find in a castle for an archer to shoot out of, that let in a bit of air. After a short conversation, it had been decided that Jason, Hazel and Rebecca would take the top floor; Felicity, Leah and Molly would take the second floor; and Bradley, Oscar and Brayden would take the ground floor.
That night, both Hazel and Rebecca cursed the lack of a decent way to get clean as they joined the other ladies in bemoaning that fact. They all made comments like how with all the magic that had come into being, that there could have at least been a simple spell for freshening up. While a few had spells that worked great for cleaning clothes and other items, after they had tried a few things to try and figure it out, none of it worked on people. Apparently, the spell just failed if it was used on anything with a pulse and that meant that the whole camp smelt of sweat and other less pleasant smells. That had also been the reason that both girls had shut down any discussion about having more than just Jason’s party in the tower. That night was another hot one and a few skeletons bugged them, but the biggest nuisances were the red ants which were the size of a kidney bean. Luckily, they had found enough room in the buildings to get everyone who wasn’t on watch out of harm’s way for the most part while they slept. However, many had needed to have a cleric to heal them after their turn on guard duty was over, from all the bites and stings they had gotten as they battled the nuisances.
The ninth day started out like all the rest as they continued on Highway 14, passing the occasional abandoned vehicle that they would push out of the way, so the wagons didn’t have to continue to go around them. Everything was going fine until they reached the junction between the 14 and Highway 395 that marked the end of the 14. Sitting on horseback was a group of 50 riders about a half mile away, as five of them rode up to talk. Jason frowned as he took in the riders and how they seemed to be a bit too well and uniformly outfitted as they approached and all but one stopped. The remaining rider continued forward as he hailed them, and Jason stepped forward with his party 10 feet behind him and the other riders about the same distance back from the solo rider as they blocked the road.
“Hello there, I’m Petty Officer Clark. Are you all coming from Mojave?”
“Mojave was overrun from the looks of it on the first night. As for where we are from, just know that we have some people who are from several different locations and will be on our way out of the area now.”
“Whoa now, what’s the rush? Besides, this whole area is under martial law by order of Captain Duncan. I’m sorry, but that means that I need to ask you all to cooperate and follow us to base where you will be assigned your new duties.”
“Nah, I think we’re going to just keep going. No offense, but after what I’ve seen on the way here, I don’t recognize any laws but those we decide as a group. You and Captain Duncan can go to hell if you think that you rule over all who pass by.”
“That’s not how things work in the United States. Now I am sure that you have been through plenty and can put up a good fight, but the 50 of us aren’t to be taken lightly. See, we are all level 4 and are equipped with some great gear thanks to the generosity of our captain and the civilians that we are guarding-”
“Hahaha, I’m sorry, but is he bragging about level 4,” interjected Oscar. “Also, are you guarding them from the monsters, or like prisoners, cause it sounds to me like you all just robbed them.-Ow!”
“Oscar, really you need to learn to shut it,” grumbled Bradley, after kicking him in the shin due to not being tall enough to reach the top of his head easily.
“While he should have kept his mouth shut, he does have a few points. First, are your civilians donating willingly, or are you all just a bunch of thugs? Also, I could care less about your level. Just know that we aren’t going to cower in fear of you. Finally, there is no United States, or even California any more, at least as far as a ruling government is concerned. Now move, or I will move you myself.”
“See, that’s the problem with you civilians. You have no idea of your capabilities. Unless you plan on attacking me and having 10,000 people on your trail tomorrow… What are you doing!?”
Jason had just smiled as he walked up to the horse before reaching under the beast and lifting it, rider and all, like it was nothing. Even though it was over 1,500 pounds, for Jason, who thanks to the leather straps on his shoulders and belt that he had just bought, could easily lift over 2,000 pounds if he wanted to, it was nothing. Needless to say, the petty officer and horse were not handling it well as the horse struggled in vain and the petty officer held on for dear life. Once they were off the road, Jason set the horse down and it took off running into the middle of nowhere like its life depended on it. When Jason turned and took a step to the other four who were looking at him with looks of pure disbelief, their horses took off, running much the same as the first one did.
With this the road was clear and Jason called for the rest of his followers to pass, while he had the 11 newly formed parties, including his own, hold a ready position as they watched the other horsemen. Half of his followers were past the junction when the five who had approached him had gotten control of their horses and rejoined the others. Jason could see the petty officer gesturing wildly as he said whatever he was talking about to the other men and Jason frowned as they formed up for what looked like a charge. At this, Jason started to issue his own orders.
“Hazel, I want your new spell cast the moment they are committed to a charge. I am expecting for them to bypass us to the right, or left, at the last moment. Everyone else, melee in the front, spellcasters in the middle, clerics in the back and don’t let the damn thieves out of sight. Now I need five of you…”
After getting an affirmative, a quick line was put together with around 20 holding shields in front and 15 standing behind them with two-handed weapons at the ready. About five feet back from that group were two lines of spell casters, followed by the rogues and finally the 11 clerics held the back line. During the time it took to get organized, the horsemen had closed to a quarter mile and were picking up speed as they came straight at the line. When they actually committed to coming straight at the front Jason was surprised, though he could see that they had extended their flanks such that they would surround the tight formation easily. It wasn’t necessarily a bad move for a unit made up of entirely cavalry as it didn’t allow Jason time to shift the formation to guard either side and could allow them to reach the spellcasters in the back easily. However, while they were now 100 feet across and his formations only 40 feet across, Hazel’s spell covered 140 feet across and was 20 feet thick, rendering it meaningless. When the lead horse was about 30 feet away, Hazel cast her spell and in the next instant the charge turned into a disaster. The lead horse stepped on the tiny stone spikes that blended in perfectly with the ground and due to the spread out nature of their charge, it left no time to react for the rest.
Jason could only frown at the scene before him as half the riders were thrown from their mounts, while the other half struggled to regain control over the situation. Add to this that the spellcasters on his side were casting their spells, knocking a few riders off their mounts and even causing more horses to go wild as they started to flee and the fight was all but over. At this point, only a few riders were even still on their mounts and the ones that were, were just along for the ride at this point. Seeing this, Jason gave his next order.
“Lay the bridges down and charge!”
Unlike the other clerics, Jason joined the charge. Receiving the natural armor boost from Hazel brought his AC up to 29, dwarfing the AC of all others in his force as he charged forward. At this point the enemies were in a miserable state, and several horses were in worse shape with broken limbs and gashes on their side as they lay helplessly there waiting for death. It took all of a few exchanges before the fight was over, as all of the men had thrown down their weapons and were putting their hands up.
They had quickly realized that they were beaten, allowing the post battle cleanup to commence quickly as the two riders in Jason’s followers rode off to round up the scattered horses. In all, after the wounded ones were healed, they had captured 35 horses, then there was the gear which had been stripped from the 42 captives. This had been a real treasure trove as it included tons of magical gear once it had been appraised and had detection spells cast on it. While it was all plus one gear, that was still over 120,000 gold in just weapons and armor if he had bought it in the shop. That didn’t even include the half dozen basic bags of holding filled with food and supplies that looked like it had been scavenged from the surrounding area. Jason had taken one of the plus one longswords for himself, as he had yet to invest in a magic weapon due to prioritizing other things. With one being given to him like this, he just smiled before looking at the tied-up Petty Officer Clark as he spoke.
“So, what am I to do with you and your men? This isn’t normal times where I have the luxury of dealing with a bunch of prisoners dragging their feet.”
“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll release us and return our gear, otherwise it is guaranteed that 10,000 people from China Lake will be sent out after you.”
Frowning, Jason cast his charm spell on the petty officer before continuing.
“You see, I am not worried about that as they will have to cross the 12 miles from there to here and that is after they get organized. That means it will be tomorrow at the soonest that they can follow, giving us a full day head start and they will move just as slow, if not slower. All this adds up to that as long as we keep moving, they will have to turn back before they can catch us. Now, I am sure that scouts on horseback will go out as well, so they will likely have eyes on us in two days or so. However, that will mean nothing unless you have over 2,000 men on horseback that can be sent out and they decide to send all of them after us. Beyond that scenario, I have nothing to worry about and even in that situation, I like my odds of at least escaping.”
“You know nothing. Captain Duncan will see you hung for this, unless you free us. You are going to free us, right? I mean, you’re not a bad guy after all.”
Jason held in his reaction to the effects of his spell as the petty officer’s tone shifted awkwardly.
“You see, he is welcome to try, but if he is smart, he will just write you off as acceptable losses. Now once more, what should I do with you? Better yet, what would have happened if we had gone with you?”
“Your supplies, gear and gold would have been seized for redistribution before you all would have been evaluated and put to work where you best fit.”
“And we would have no choice in the matter?”
“Not unless you wanted to be made an example of by having your rations cut and being put on shit duties.”
“But we are civilians, not military personnel like yourself.”
“It’s called a draft and all men are required to serve and, in this case, most of the women as well. It’s a new age after all and women can really be just as strong and as fast as us men.”
“Yeah, I’ve noticed that 10 of those I captured were women. So, tell me, just what tests have you all done…”
Jason just sat back and let the petty officer talk for a whole half hour on the various things that they had tried over the past week. They had discovered much that anyone who had played a tabletop RPG would have assumed to be true, but it was nice to have it confirmed. This was things like the fact that it didn’t matter one bit about their physical characteristics, if someone had 14 in strength they could lift the same amount. Though there was evidence of possible variations with exercise since the change had occurred, but nothing had been conclusive at this point as so little time had passed. However, it was the work that they were doing in an attempt to get some technology back that caught Jason’s interest the most.
They had been able to confirm that something had changed at the molecular level of everything, which changed how it acted and reacted ever so slightly. While this meant that fuel would still burn and wires could still conduct electricity, the temperature and intensity of the flames and efficiency of the wires had changed. The current consensus was that it had to do with the nature of magic and the changes needed to allow the world to interact with it. They had still failed to do anything to prove this theory, but it made a fair bit of sense to Jason as his thought process started to think what this would mean for electronics and other technology. While he was sure that everything that had been was still likely worthless, as the new characteristics of elements would need to be accounted for in the engineering when creating something. Even so, the possibility was there and with a bit of work, perhaps something could be made with similar functions to phones at the very least.
Jason wanted more information, and he knew that it would be a waste to just kill so many level 4 individuals, so he made a decision when Hazel and Rebecca let him know that it was time to leave. For the first time they were taking prisoners and they would be taking them all the way to their new settlement. He gave them the option of walking, or being tied two to a horse such that their bellies would be on the horse’s back with their head next to the feet of their companion. There had been a fair bit of complaining at this, until Jason told them the other option was, he would just kill them now. They were quick to choose to walk for the most part, as being tossed over the back of a horse like a sack didn’t sound enjoyable. The next thing Jason did was find several more spellcasters who had a spell to charm people and set them to work getting the prisoners to cooperate and talk the rest of the day.
When they stopped that night, they were once again in the middle of nowhere and as night set in, Jason decided to call all of the druids who had reached at least level 4 over for a chat. He knew that they had the ability to shift into animals from the discussion with the petty officer, even if it was only on a limited basis, but none of them had been using it yet. This included Hazel who could use the ability to do it twice a day, yet hadn’t even brought it up to him before and he hadn’t thought about it. Apparently, there were a half dozen druids who had been prioritized due to the need for food production and were at least level 4 at the China Lake settlement that was taking shape even now. They had done a fair few experiments with the ability to shift forms and found that there weren’t any obvious negative effects from it. When Jason had heard this, he wanted to hit himself for forgetting something so basic and instantly found himself needing to do a full review of each class to make sure that he was utilizing everyone correctly. It was with these thoughts that the 15 druids who fit the bill arrived at his tower, with Hazel standing next to the elven woman who had been among the leaders in Green Valley. Jason realized that the woman whom he had dubbed elven diplomat had yet to share her name with him despite reaching level 5. Figuring that it would be good to fix that, he spoke while gesturing to her.
“First, if you would be kind enough to share, I need to know your name now that you are level 5, as I intend to leave you in a leadership position while I am away.”
“Thank you for asking. Elizabeth Watson at your service. I thank you for trusting me to lead in your absence.”
“Yes, you will be in charge of making sure that when I get back, that food will no longer be a critical issue. Now I just have to figure out who to leave building the settlement to, but that is for another day. Right now, I have an important question, particularly for you Hazel. Why haven’t you been using your ability to shift into animal forms?”
“We have, or at least some of us have,” responded Hazel, looking annoyed. “None of us particularly found it useful as we have to be familiar with the animal to use it and we’re not talking about read about it in a book once. No, we need to have at least held it and recall things like how heavy it felt and the texture of its fur, feathers or skin. So, unless you want a bunch of cats and dogs, you’re not going to get much out of us.”
“I see, are any of you familiar with any birds enough to become one of them?”
“Jason, only Hazel can become anything as small as a bird that would have been kept as a pet,” commented Elizabeth. “Besides, none of us would choose to make such a transformation even if we could, as large birds would happily hunt us as prey.”
“Fair enough. Pass along that we need to start capturing animals. Also, those of you with beasts that you have bonded with should allow the other druids to get familiar with them. Yes, I am aware that only a few of you went that way as the focus that I put out was on growing food, but I believe that I have seen at least one hawk flying around.”
“That would be one of the level-2 druids. He wasn’t prioritized for leveling due to the need for level-5 druids with abilities focused on plants,” responded Elizabeth. “Should that be adjusted?”
“No, though he shouldn’t be ignored either. Honestly, outside the 11 parties that are setting off to fight the hordes of undead, I expect all of your levels to stagnate unless you find targets to level up against.”
“You said that you believe that the insects will be the next wave that we must contend against. Perhaps we will find an ant colony that will offer decent experience.”
“You’re insane. Ant colonies can have hundreds of thousands of workers in them. A cleric’s channel won’t work on them and I am sure that they will have natural armor once they grow more. Our only hope will be that when they are big enough to cause us issues, that they will start to have smaller colonies and don’t seek us out as a food source. There is a reason that I am planning on at least a partially underground settlement.”
“About that, your intent is to have us use stone shape to build under these mountains. It’s why you had every spellcaster that could learn the spell do so. The issue is, do you intend to tunnel through the mountain, or are we only going to have access to the desert without walking over the mountain?”
“That would be correct, though I expect it to take years of work to even begin to come close to what will be our final product. That will include a path that our wagons can use to travel through the mountain. Is that going to cause an issue?”
“Several. What are we supposed to do with all of the stone that…”
Jason frowned as somehow him calling the druids over had gone from seeing why they had not been using what Jason saw as one of their core abilities, to construction of the new settlement. This covered things like turning the couple of inches of stone that would be removed with each spell into blocks that could be used for building stone structures. This would include walls and towers, that would require more uses of the spell that each spellcaster could only use a few times a day at best. Just getting from one side of the mountain to the other with a tunnel large enough for wagons in a year would require over 800 casts of the spell each day. They weren’t even equipped for half of that, making it clear that they needed more manpower if they wanted to complete it. This made Jason think of the over 25,000 civilians that were under martial law in China Lake, according to the petty officer that Jason had spent all day talking to. This matched with what the other prisoners had said under the influence of the other interrogators using charm magic.
When the meeting was over, Jason climbed to the top floor of the tower and went over what he had to work with and what they would be up against if they went on a mission to China Lake. No matter how he thought about it, something had to be done about them, or it would place everything at risk as nothing good would come of what Jason figured was a navy captain who wanted to be king. This devolved into Jason being frustrated that a navy base was all the way out in the desert where there was nowhere for a ship to dream about reaching. At the same time, his mind went to what things must be like out at sea for all of the sailors who must have been stranded when all of this happened. For all Jason knew, modern ships would sink due to the changes that occurred and who knew what monsters they were dealing with. Needless to say, Jason found his brain jumping from one thought to the next when Rebecca and Hazel climbed up into their space and joined him.
“Alright, what is going on?” questioned Hazel. “You have been scatterbrained ever since we ran into the navy guys.”
“I think that my brain has been trying to absorb and connect any knowledge it can since all of this started. Adding this headband to the mix has just compounded the issue.”
“Alright, so what has you spun up?” asked Rebecca as she sat on his right side, pressing her side against his.
“What we are going to do about China Lake, and this Captain Duncan.”
“Alright, what makes you think we need to do something about him?” asked Hazel as she sat and pressed herself to his left side. “From what I gathered, he has basically done what he should have, given the circumstances.”
“Yeah, and do you see him leaving us alone?”
“Do you really think that he would send 10,000 people after us?” questioned Rebecca. “I mean, from the sounds of it, none of them had a real choice in the matter of being there.”
“My brain can’t decide what route he would take, but he will be sending out a force to deal with us and we have four days at most before we will clash with them.”
“Which routes do you think is most likely?” asked Hazel.
“He only has around 600 navy personnel who he has focused development on, but he can’t send them as that is how he maintains control. From the sounds of things, most of the civilians are only mildly annoyed and not ready to rebel as they still have plenty of food and drinking water is easy to come by thanks to magic. According to the prisoners, the main concern that the captain has are the idiots who think that they could do a better job.”
“You would think that they would just be happy to be alive.”
“Becca, they likely haven’t had to survive anything hard after the first night when the dead rose and from the sounds of it, they had enough tabletop gamers in the area who knew what to do when the world got RPG’d. So, they have over 100 clerics and the one assigned to the group we captured managed to escape. Honestly, from the sounds of it, half of their base played one RPG or another as there was nothing else to do out here.”
“Wait, they have 100 clerics and no holy war has started?” asked Rebecca in surprise.
“It sounds like there are tensions between some of them, but they are kept on a short leash and most of them are like me, having just picked a deity that I didn’t mind.”
“None of them are like you, but back to the point, what do you think he is going to do?” refocused Hazel.
“Send those who want to see him replaced and hope for mutual destruction. This will include any of the problematic clerics. The force would contain just enough of those who are loyal to him to ensure everything stays on task and not raise suspicions. Though the plan will really be to be convince them that we have everything needed to start a settlement, and have their greed drive them to defeat us and take what they need. There will likely be around 5,000 in this group while 1,000 horsemen trail a day behind them to clean up anyone who survives. Got to love that you can buy horses in the shop.”
“Alright, and what is your plan?”
Jason looked at Hazel as he thought on her question before responding.
“It will depend on what we find in Lone Pine, though I expect it to be a repeat of Mojave, only about half the size. If the town is alive, I will see about recruiting them, or other options, depending on the reception we get. If it is another undead hotbed, well experience is always nice. After that, the wagons and supplies will be sent ahead with all those I feel would be in the way during combat, as I pick a battlefield of my choosing to face the force sent behind us.”
“Alright, now hear me out. What if Lone Pine is like Mojave and we sent the undead after the army that is coming after us and came in behind it to finish off the survivors?”
“Hazel! That is just awful and Jason, why are you jumping straight to having to kill them?”
“What would you suggest, Becca?” asked Jason.
“We try and at least save a portion. We have 42 prisoners. All we need to do is turn them and send them to infiltrate the pursuing force and convince most of them that joining up with us would be in their favor.”
“That would be great if we can convince one of the prisoners to flip,” responded Hazel.
“Wait, that might work…”
Jason went on to detail what he saw as an ambitious plan, but it would solve a ton of problems if it worked while only creating a few new ones. Finally, after getting it all out, Jason’s mind seemed to be quiet and at some point, both Hazel and Rebecca had gotten a bit too comfortable as they snuggled into him as he sighed and put his arms around both. As he drifted off to sleep on the pile of blankets that was a sorry substitute for a mattress on the hard floor, he couldn’t help but think that there were worse fates than having two beautiful women lay claim to him.
(*****)




Days 10 & 11

The next morning, they awoke and broke camp in what had become a practiced routine at this point. When they started walking, all of the prisoners were up in arms having realized what had been done to them the day prior. This led to a few of them being slung over the backs of horses in a rather uncomfortable position, with their arms and legs bound together underneath the horses’ bellies. Thus, Jason’s first day of trying to find one of them to flip started as he talked with a few of them who had their guard up since they assumed he was going to charm them again. However, there was no point in doing that again as he needed willing participants, not someone who would flip back the moment they were free. When they finally came upon a pair of small lakes, Jason was ready for a break as everyone celebrated when Jason declared that they would stop for an hour and a half. This had only been done once a few undines had confirmed that nothing was lurking below the surface. Along with this, he split everyone into two shifts to keep watch as the others bathed, with the women going to the slightly larger of the two lakes and being watched over by other women. To add an extra layer of privacy between the sexes, spears and blankets were hastily fashioned into a barrier between the two lakes as well.
When Jason felt the water against his bare skin, he didn’t care that the water was already muddy from the hundreds of other men around him, as it was beyond nice to not feel the dry air of the desert. All around him men were lathering up as they washed the dust of the Mojave Desert off of them, at least for the moment. The only ones who wouldn’t get a chance to be in the water were the 42 prisoners as they were being guarded by the first guard shift. When his half hour in the water was up, Jason sighed as he joined all the other men in drying off and putting on their clothes that a wizard had used a spell to clean while they were in the water. Once they were dressed, it was time to relieve those on guard duty and Jason went over to guard the prisoners, being joined by Hazel and Rebecca as he did so. It didn’t take long for one of the women to start asking to be allowed to wash up in the lake as well.
“Hey, you’re in charge, right?”
“Yes, I am. Are you going to be the one who flips sides for me?”
“Nah, but I’ll make it worth your while if you let me go wash up. I’ll even let you watch if you want.”
“What makes you think that he is interested in you? If Jason wanted to watch an elf bathe, all he would need to do is ask my sister,” retorted Rebecca.
“Becca, you don’t need to overreact, though I am sure that neither of us would say no if Jason asked,” stated Hazel as she gave Jason a look before turning to look smugly at the prisoner.
“Wait, you two are sisters? That’s just-”
“Wrong, gross or whatever else you want to say,” interrupted Rebecca. “We are aware, the thing is, when you get right down to it, we both were after him before all this went down and have just accepted that with the way things are, we either have to share him, or never have him. Besides, it’s not like we will ever do stuff together beyond taking a shower and cuddling up next to him. We still have some morals left.”
“As you can see, I have no interest in any show you could give me, though I do hope that you take some time and find that we’re not so bad.”
“You’re kidding, right? You’re all a bunch of new religion sheep. I don’t care what dreams your goddess has given you, they all just want to take over the world.”
“Ah, yes, I have come across many groups that fell into that situation, but you see here’s the thing. I am well aware that the gods are playing for power and that I am just a piece on the board to them. Even so, I intend on surviving and not being a pawn but a king, or at least a knight. The question is, what do you think will be targeted first, those of us playing along, or those fighting against their rule?”
“Whatever. You could have just told me you weren’t interested.”
“You’re right, I could have.”
Jason just smiled as he saw a few of the other prisoners had thoughtful looks on their faces while they digested his words as the remaining time passed and they set off once more. As they walked, Jason once more started to talk with the prisoners with a bit more success. The issue was that they wanted status, or power, in return for flipping. Jason knew that entertaining such notions would only cause other problems, so he had still not found success when they arrived at an abandoned RV park with some knockoff teepees. After doing a quick inspection, it looked like the people here had headed north at some point after they lost power and Jason wasn’t too concerned as he knew that they were still a day’s walk away from Lone Pine, which was the only settlement of consequence in this direction. It was while Jason was eating his dinner as he was talking to a prisoner that he finally seemed to make a breakthrough.
“Why are you trying to get us to commit suicide?”
“Excuse me?”
“You are trying to get one of us to turn traitor and commit treason.”
“A nation has to exist to commit treason, and no, I am trying to avoid pointless bloodshed. If my bet is right, your captain will be sending all of those who have any thoughts of replacing him after us. He probably is hoping that we kill each other off and then he can send in a squad with clerics to destroy us once we become undead and harvest the experience in doing so.”
“Why are you so sure that the United States is gone?”
“Unless a military dictatorship is what you call the United States, then it is dead. Do you see elections happening anytime soon? Perhaps you think that enough of our so called leaders survived this and are trying to piece things together. If I had to guess, you all saw a wave of zombies and a decent amount of skeletons the first night, and lost a good quarter of those who lived in the area as your unit took over and instilled order. Then by the end of the second night, everything was under control and you think that is how things went down most other places.”
“You all seem to be doing fine.”
“Ha, only a few hundred of us came all the way with me. Now let me be clear. You all had it easy and compared to what I expect, cities like LA and San Diego had it worse than I did the first night…”
Jason launched into a full retelling of what he had seen and how he had come to be around 200 miles away from where he started in agonizing detail. As he did so, he could see the half-elf man grow paler at each turn, especially when Jason had been snatched up by the bat-bird monster.
“So you see, we are likely years at best, if not centuries, from being able to have a nation that spans from coast to coast again. Now tell me, does the United States still exist?”
“What is your goddess’s goal?”
“Honestly, other than gather followers and build a holy city I have no clue, but if I were to guess, it would be increasing her own power. What other point is there to having followers and honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if history isn’t repeating itself a bit.”
“What do you mean?”
“Over half of the world worshiped a single god at some level before all of this, with the next largest group having no real religion. You had about 30% who worshiped other pantheons, gods or concepts. So, what happened to Zeus, Odin, Mars and every other god that was worshiped at one point?”
“Did they even exist?”
“Don’t know, but I know that even though these new gods have claimed names of ones that our understanding of fits their persona, they aren’t the same gods. No, I say that they are all trying to establish themselves as the new supreme god, or at least a major one. Next, I expect the less successful gods will start to band together, or seek protection from one of the major gods, or goddess in Freya’s case, forming a pantheon as they do so.”
“So, you’re saying that until the gods have resolved their fight for dominance, that all we have to look forward to is war?”
“No, but we should expect plenty of it and I am well aware of how bloodthirsty Freya can be, even if she has been holding it in and that is the key, Freya is willing to bend slightly.”
“So, she only wants to bathe in blood once a month, not every day. What difference does it make?”
“It means the details of how she will be worshiped aren’t set completely in stone. Make no mistake, war will still be necessary to the worship of a goddess of war, but who says it has to be between people?”
“Please, don’t tell me that you’re planning on waging a war against drugs, poverty or crime?”
“Ha, no, though the war I will wage will be just as impossible to win as it will be against the monsters that have begun to take over our world. Now, don’t get me wrong. I foresee many conflicts with other people, but I have no intention of waging war where it can be avoided.”
“And you can’t avoid one with China Lake?”
“Not as things stand now. Make no mistake, I have no intentions of reaping any lives when I can avoid doing so.”
“That didn’t help the ones that you had killed before you started out on this trip.”
“You’re right and I expect that I will have to give Captain Duncan the same treatment, possibly a few others as well.”
“Alright, say me and a few of the guys help you and the rest refuse to, what then?”
“Hope that they like grunt work, because that will be their life as they work to earn their food, or starve. After all, only those who contribute will be allowed to eat.”
“So, you will enslave them. Huh, I guess if every country is gone, the Geneva Conventions don’t matter anymore.”
“They matter, and someday I hope that similar sentiments shape the laws of the land, but we need to survive long enough to reach such a point first. I can’t afford to simply waste resources and I can’t release them without either condemning them to die at the hands of monsters, or risk them coming back to attack.”
“Alright, but how will you be able to trust that we aren’t going to just say that we’re willing to join you before betraying you?”
“You will be converting to worshiping Freya if you agree and let’s just say that I have a way of knowing whether or not I can trust you at that point.”
“Let me talk with a few of the guys I’m close with. If they all agree and you let us act together, then I will see about playing traitor for you.”
“So long as you accept that if I determine that one of you isn’t sincere in your conversion, that they will not be allowed to take part.”
“Alright, but if we do this, you have to let anyone who refuses to join you walk, no convert-or-die BS.”
“I am not one to take that line when I don’t have to. Anyways, I much prefer the convert, or go away model, with a side of you attack us and all bets are off.”
“Is that a no to them walking?”
“That is I have to know that doing so won’t come back and bite me later.”
“Is that even possible?”
“I don’t know, but definitely not so long as Captain Duncan is in charge of China Lake, if they actually come after us.”
“They will. It is just a question of how.”
“So, what is your answer?”
“I’ll discuss things with the others and let you know in the morning.”
Jason accepted that pushing wouldn’t get him anything as he let the man return to the rest of the prisoners before heading to bed himself.
The following morning was just like the others, as they got on their way as the man from the prior night said that if Jason could level up all 42 of them by the following morning, that they would accept his deal. He had frowned until Freya decided to speak in his ear for the first time in a while, telling him to accept it and what else he needed to do. She had also mentioned that they had had a really interesting discussion that made her feel that they should be at least given the rope to hang themselves if they went back on their word. This had led to all 42 of them being allowed to walk unbound, though they were still surrounded by level four and up guards. Still, it seemed like as they walked through the deserted micro towns of Olancha and Cartago in the morning, that the 42 of them seemed more amiable. So it was that the day continued as Jason pushed to reach Lone Pine before sundown, as all signs were that was where everyone had headed and it seemed like it would be a repeat of Mojave. As they drew near Lone Pine, the sun was starting to descend and it was time to take up battle formations, with only those above level 3 allowed to continue as they entered the town that looked deserted.
‘I am sorry, but I wasn’t allowed to warn you beforehand, just survive.’
Jason wanted to curse when Freya spoke, but just as she finished talking, Jason had to dodge when a figure lunged at him, just barely missing him with a hand sheathed in a dark mist. As the figure retreated ten feet after the failed attack, Jason got his first good look at the pale man with white hair who had an insane look in his eyes.
“Hahahaha, good, good, it would have been too simple to gain such an advantage when you are so far below my own level, fellow prophet of the gods. Lord Hades bids you welcome and says that he looks forward to you joining him in the afterlife when I claim your soul for him and cut off your goddess from this world. Now, come my servants, and rid this place of the filth of the living.”
Jason frowned as the undead came streaming in as they reacted to the other cleric’s command and he gave his orders.
“Leave the maniac to me! No one else is to come within 30 feet of him, unless you want to die.”
“Hahaha, good, one on not one. If you think that I will let you avoid fighting my horde you are mistaken, though I know that you will slay many.”
Jason just charged in, not wanting to listen to the man speak any longer. When he was close to the first undead, he used his first channel, causing the nearby undead to fall to the ground. Jason smiled as he noticed that the man grimaced in pain as well, telling Jason that the man was aligned completely with negative energy. This told Jason that healing spells would cause him damage as if he was undead, as other undead moved to fill the gap that had been opened while Jason avoided letting the man touch him again.
“Is dodging all you know how to do?”
Jason answered with a swing of his sword as the undead closed in and he connected with the man, dealing a decent hit as the undead filled in around them. Next, Jason felt a wave of nausea wash over him as he felt like his muscles were weakening slightly. He responded by unleashing another channel of positive energy, causing the undead to fall and healing himself, but he still felt slightly weakened so he removed the bags he was holding and tossed them in the direction of his group. He decided to unleash a spell that summoned chains, each of which hit the man, drawing a bit of blood as he did so. Once more the man laughed, only this time it was a bit less confident as Jason once more felt his strength diminish. Then a rain of blades fell down upon him, he was hit by several of them as he dodged out of the way and unleashed another channel, destroying another wave of undead. By this point, the man looked like he was having a bad day as he laughed once more.
“Hahahaha, I suppose that it is time for us to trade channel for channel!”
Jason felt a potent wave of negative energy wash over him and he felt himself weaken once more as he sent a channel of his own right back. Still, he could feel that his own was less effective and he saw that he was down 10 HP of his 100. This was once more answered with the same wave as before, and the battle devolved into them exchanging channels as they moved around. Jason would have liked to engage the man in hand-to-hand fighting, but knew the man would escape and drag his followers into the fight if he did so. Thus, the fight became Jason keeping the man away from his followers as waves of negative and positive energy went back and forth until they both were out of channels. In the end, Jason had come out for the worse in the exchange as the man looked fully healed while Jason was only at 54 health. Jason was only that well off after using his best healing spell on himself after dipping down to 34 for a moment. The undead, however, had been removed from the equation as a perimeter created by Jason’s followers had formed around the pair. The remaining undead were being handled by the melee fighters while other clerics acted as support. This meant that at least for the moment, it was a one-on-one fight which should have been in the man’s favor at that point, but despite clearly being in better shape, the man launched into a tirade.
“How the hell are you still standing? You should be so weak that you can’t even stand in your armor, yet you seem to be just fine after tossing aside a few bags!”
Jason stayed quiet as he didn’t feel fine and he mentally thanked his belt for boosting his strength that had dropped 11 points in the exchange, leaving him with 13 and able to consider 50 pounds a light load. Had he dropped down to 7 he would have been in real trouble, however, for many like Rebecca, this would have been enough to kill them on its own.
“What, don’t want to talk? You are still going to die. My undead didn’t group up enough for your followers to deal with them quickly. It is a slow grind for now and once I join in, it will be over quickly for them. Now, how to kill you?”
Jason just used the moment to cast his spell to boost himself with divine power as he charged in feinting an attack, before casting his spell which could immobilize the man. When the spell had actually worked, Jason was stunned since it had been a desperate move that he was almost sure the man would resist, yet for some reason the dice had been in Jason’s favor. So, Jason just smiled as he hacked away at the man like nothing else existed, landing four attacks, cutting deep gashes with each strike. Four slashes later the man looked terrible when he broke free, creating some distance as he healed himself and fear creeped into his eyes as Jason followed after him. This led to them exchanging blows with each other. Jason took a heavy hit from the man’s mace at the start. However, that was the last hit the man would land in their exchange as Jason landed another three solid hits on the man. Once more the man healed himself while trying to escape, but this was met with another slash as the man screamed out in pain, before speaking franticly.
“No, No, No, this isn’t how this is supposed to end. You are supposed to become my meal, not my death!”
Before Jason could close the distance to finish him off, a wall of living corpses rose up and he jumped back to avoid being caught. Next, Jason cast his spell to hide from the undead and just climbed over the wall that was six feet tall and was actually rather easy to climb. However, what he saw on the other side of the wall made Jason want to vomit as the man was biting into a fresher looking corpse with his teeth. Seeing this, Jason hopped down and attacked the man without pausing, as he landed another hit, though his stomach had affected the power behind the swing. This meant that it hadn’t been enough to pull the man away from the corpse as he swallowed another gulp of blood. Getting a hold of himself, Jason swung his sword once more after noticing that the man seemed to be healing with each gulp.
“You’re beyond salvation!”
“Hahahahaha, would you really deny a man one last meal?”
The man threw a ball of dark energy at Jason seemingly in desperation, missing by an inch before Jason closed the distance and with one final slash, caused the man to crumple to the ground as he started to bleed out. Seeing this, Jason walked over and separated the man’s head from his shoulders, ending him once and hopefully for all. Time stood still for a second as everything around Jason turned to white and he found himself inside the white room, only Freya and he weren’t alone. No, a man who looked half skeletal and transparent was being held in one of her hands, as another man who looked old and withered pounded on an invisible wall as he shouted, but no sound reached Jason.
“Jason, oh Jason, you have made me so happy. Ahh, I had just hoped that you would live and make it out of there with half of your main followers intact. When I said survive, I was giving you permission to flee, yet as a true paragon for me would, you stood your ground and faced down an impossible challenge. One which you should have lost and I had no power to intervene, yet this pathetic thing’s luck was worse than yours. Believe it, or not, you just struck a blow that the living will need to thank you for eternity if they manage to survive, as you slayed one of the gods of death’s prophets.”
“So, Hades is cut off from our world.”
“Yes, though it will take time for him to fade, but all of his clerics are unable to draw power right now, though the ones who survive the night will soon find themselves approached by messengers from the other gods of death.”
“I can’t believe anyone would choose to become like that.”
“Your world was rotting. While most of them didn’t become clerics, there is no shortage of those who became monsters, either physically, or just in action. Just as you were easily able to destroy undead, so was he able to prey on the living, slowly raising an army as he did so. Now though, with Hades gone, the taint of the undead will lessen and fewer dead will rise each night, if only slightly. After all, there are more gods dealing in death than anything else. However, that is all I can say on that. Now I am sure you are wondering what purpose I have in bringing you here and like the intelligent man you are, you know better than to ask a question. So, I will tell you. As you killed a prophet, there are special rewards that you will gain. First this.”
Without warning, Freya slammed the man in her grasp into Jason’s chest and he instantly felt restored completely from his fight. Next, when he looked at his stats he was stunned, as all six base abilities had increased by a point.
“Worry not. All that went into you was the last vestiges of his potential, as anything more could change who you are slightly. Also, this ensures that if you start making a habit of slaying prophets, it won’t add up in a negative way. Now how do you feel?”
“Like I am more than I was just a minute ago, yet also like I lost something.”
“You lost your mortality, at least slightly. Your soul is now more powerful than others and yes, any who slay a prophet will have this occur. However, only prophets will be dragged here and have the act performed by their own deity and be showered with praise for a job well done. Now, for your other reward, you get to send one message to every follower of mine across the world, that will appear in their next dream and is guaranteed to be remembered. Also, they will all understand it regardless of the language you use. Now what do you wish to say?”
“I don’t.”
“What?!”
“I have nothing of value to tell them. Telling them to gather would just cause many of them to die. Telling them to fight, well, I would expect them to just roll their eyes at me. Besides, I would rather not have my identity as a prophet spread too far. Now if I could send a message to all of those within 1,000 miles, that might be worth something.”
“Hmm, I see. 1,000 miles is beyond me as is any cleric, or champion of another deity being included, but I can manage everyone else within 250 miles without issue. So, what is it that you wish to say?”
“Simple, I want the scene of the battle between my forces and the undead to be replayed over and over from different angles. Add the simple message, ‘the followers of Freya are fighting to rid the world of the undead,’ and that should be enough.”
“You hope to gain favor for your deeds while also do some low-key recruitment.”
“Hearts and minds. If I can win those and give people hope, the rest of the phase of pushing back on the undead will pass much easier. Though I still believe that once the insects come for us, all bets are off.”
“Yes, your world still has a rough few years before it will be ready for the children who were removed to start returning. Just surviving to see that would be an accomplishment as only a fraction of us deities will even hold sway at that point. Though I believe you will make me very happy. Perhaps I will even be able to call this world my new home.”
Before Jason could respond to that, he blinked and found himself back on Earth as if no time had passed. The undead all around had started to clump up as they normally did and Jason called for all of the clerics to unleash their final reserved channel, which was normally used for healing post battle, with the final wave of healing. As the final wave of energy washed over the zombies, all but a few fell and the defenders felt reinvigorated as they charged and ended the battle. With that it was time to start counting their losses and pondering what had just happened. Jason wanted to kick himself for failing to consider that some of the sick and demented people of the world would choose to try and help the monsters as the world burned. At the same time, he was grateful that it was just one this time and that he was able to overpower the level gap through his stats. Had his spell to hold that man failed to work, Jason worried that the melee exchange would have dragged on and that the losses would have been staggering. As it was, they had lost over 50 of their number and many were mourning the loss as Jason looked over the bloodstained and weary group that he had led into this fight as he stood and spoke.
“Today we paid the price for victory as several of our people’s journey ends here. However, the deaths were not in vain. Not only do you all live thanks to their sacrifice, but today I have slain the prophet of Hades, one of the gods of death who seek to transform earth into an underworld. It is these gods that we stand against as Freya’s faithful and through her power, all the world will one day know of the sacrifice that was made today! So, remember them for who they were and ready a funeral pyre to honor our dead as we send them to Fólkvangr to live on in honor for eternity!”
As Jason stepped down, Hazel and Rebecca came to him with looks of worry on their faces as he gave them a troubled smile before speaking.
“Send a party to retrieve the rest of our people and another to find a good spot to camp. I want all clerics who stayed behind put to work, either clearing these buildings, or piling the zombie corpses. Also, everything that is usable should be saved as we are all but to our destination.”
“Alright, are you okay? You seem off,” inquired Hazel.
“Yeah, just processing everything that just happened. I’m going to look for a spot for a monument to the fallen, including those who were lost along the way. Becca, you have been keeping a list haven’t you?”
“Yeah, you might be ready to just ignore the identities of all of those who follow you, but I at least did my best to get the names of the fallen whenever possible, so I am missing a few due to no one knowing their names.”
“I see. Bradley should be reaching level seven tonight, so send him with the list to confirm it.”
“Bradley is in bad shape. Honestly, if you hadn’t ordered that last channel, I don’t think he would have made it,” responded Rebecca.
“Where is he?”
Rebecca and Hazel led Jason over to the side where several clerics were going to work on the heavily injured, and lying there covered in blood but breathing steadily was Bradley. Upon seeing Jason, he smiled before speaking as both women headed off to handle their tasks.
“Don’t look at me as if I am a dead man, I’ll be just fine. I just need to wait for one of you clerics to come around and use their healing on all of us. Until then, we just need to make sure I don’t bleed out.”
“Ha, what the hell got you to this point?”
“I couldn’t help but glance over at your fight a few times too many, especially when you cut that sick bastard’s head off. Though for a second I thought I was going to have to charge in and help you when the bastard was gloating like he was going to kill you.”
“Ha, that bastard should have killed me, but his luck ran out. Honestly, I should have never been able to catch him with the spell that turned the tide in my favor.”
“But you did and, in the end, does it matter if it was luck, or skill, so long as you won?”
“No, but it could be my turn next time to have luck turn against me and have my head roll.”
“Nah, you are too stubborn for that…”
Jason and Bradley kept talking until a group of level 1 and 2 clerics arrived and went to work healing the wounded. At this point, both Rebecca and Hazel had returned, letting Jason know that the undead were being piled in the high school’s football field that was right next to the battle. Apparently, it looked like a good portion of the undead had been kept there in preparation for the battle, as the fences had been cut at some point. The fields in the opposite direction was where the 58 confirmed dead of their people were being prepared for their funeral. Jason told both women to send someone to the local liquor store and see to it that everyone other than a guard force of a few hundred was allowed a few drinks.
An hour later the sun had fallen and Jason stood in front of a large funeral pyre as he looked out at the crowd, all with a drink in hand, even if some of them were nonalcoholic as he led them in a toast. He had also decided that the stone memorial would be done right where the pyre was, as it was a fitting site being the final resting spot of so many. The final tally of the undead had come in as well, at 10,000 of them having been gathered together to destroy them. Had they not had so many clerics, there would have been no hope for them as they had been outnumbered nine to one. With the same breath, he thought about how many lives the bastard had reaped and how many had been just those who were already zombies and where he came from. Singing and dancing took over the night as Jason retired to his tower with Rebecca’s and Hazel’s hands in his, as he smiled at the fact that he still had them, while also remembering the fallen.
As he drifted to sleep, he thought about the bountiful harvest worth over a half million gold that they had just pulled in, much of which was in gold itself that Bradley would be using tonight to buy more gear. Jason had honestly felt dirty seeing the coins, as he knew that it was a testament to just how many lives had been lost to the madman before he arrived. The fact that it was the eve of another battle just made Jason sigh as he enjoyed the warmth of his two women, who he would hold close to him no matter what came their way as he drifted off to sleep.
(*****)
End book1
Please enjoy the following companion novella that has been created to explore the world beyond the region that Jason will be exploring. Though before you go, if you want more RPG’d Earth content, consider checking out my Patreon where I post member-exclusive content for all of my series. Just search Bern Dean when you get there. I am also on Facebook and have a newsletter that you can learn more about in the back of the book.
(*****)




Caitlin’s Journey.

Egypt.




Day 1

Thud!
"Ouch!"
'Crap, did I just roll out of my cot? That would be so embarrassing at my age. Wait, this is too hard to be the tent floor. Am I still dreaming?'
I open my eyes and immediately shut them again against the bright light.
'Toto, I don't think we are in Kansas anymore.'
Cracking my eyes again, I can see a white room with a desk and chair. Getting to my feet I can see the desk has a single piece of paper with writing, and a timer that shows 2 hours and 59 minutes on it. I must still be dreaming. Going over to the desk, my bare feet slapping against the floor sounding loud in the quiet of the room, I look at the paper.
Welcome human of the planet you know as Earth.

We have recently come across your world and after a bit of discussion among us, we have decided that it would be better off if we took over management of it. Now we know that you are likely thinking that this is a dream, or a hallucination before your death, but we assure you it is not. If you still feel that is the case and plan to ignore our instructions, feel free to as in three hours we will return you to reality just as you are, outside our influence and protection. Yes, protection. You are not the only things we are going to change. Right now, every living thing on your planet is being remade as you sit here. Even the very rules that have governed your reality will be no more, though we will make the changes slow as everything will start at Level 1. Still, know that a lizard may become a dragon and while normally nature would need to take its course to allow thousands of years to pass for it to fully mature, for the next hundred or so years we will allow them to grow by killing and feasting. Now do we have your attention? Good. Before you are the rules of your new world and everything you could possibly want to know. We know three hours isn’t enough time for you to possibly read it all, that is how we want it. No, all you should have time to do is roll the dice and create the new you. Yes, the dice will decide your fate. Will you be a hero, or simple fodder for the monsters who will soon come looking for you. Some of you may even choose to join their side if you like. Still, be warned. Most monsters have no allies and rarely recognize a friend. Now enough about just how hopeless your continued existence will soon be. It is time to roll the dice!




 
'Well, this is quite the dramatic start to my dream.' Grabbing the dice on the table a message appears in front of me, just floating in the air, telling me to roll my strength. Throwing the dice to the table I quickly total the numbers, getting a 14. The floating message changes, asking me if I want to accept a 12 strength or use one of my six rerolls.
'Why is it 12? Oh, I see, they must drop the lowest dice rolled. I get rerolls too? Isn't this a nice dream.' Selecting accept, I accept the 12 strength. Rolling the dice again, not bothering to start totaling the numbers since the prompts would total it for me, I look at the prompt asking me if I wanted to accept a 5 dexterity or use a re-roll.
'Ugh, a five. What kind of awful roll is that!' Selecting decline to re-roll, I get a 17 dexterity, 'much better than a five' and accept the roll. The next roll is not much better than the five at 7 for constitution. 'Decline, let’s re-roll, a 16 constitution is much better.'
"Come on dice, give me something good!"
These dice seem to hate me since I roll a 3. Yes, a measly 3. The odds of that are so low that I am disgusted by my bad luck. Declining an intelligence of 3 I use a re-roll and get a 4. Unbelievable! Declining again I roll again and get a 10. There is no way in heck that I am accepting only a 10. Declining and using my last re-roll, I get an 18, giving me a perfect score! ‘Is that what they are called?’
Not too worried about it, I roll for wisdom and get a 14 which seems decent to me. Making my last roll, I am surprised to get another 18 for charisma. Looking back at the prompt text, it is now asking me to choose my alignment.
"What the heck is alignment?"
Looking down at the desk, the dice have been replaced by a sheet of paper listing the alignment chart and one line about each of the column and row items.
'Let's see here, Lawful (stick-in the-mud), neutral (boring), or chaotic (sounds perfect for a dream). Now for the other way, good (maybe), neutral (always an option), or evil (no way Jose).' Debating between chaotic good and chaotic neutral I choose the chaotic neutral option, because even in a dream I do not want to be some sort of hero, I just want to have some fun with this. Selecting accept to confirm my alignment choice, I move onto the next prompt.
'Maybe this is not a dream?... Nah, there is no way this could be anything other than a dream.' The alignment sheet has changed to a small booklet while the prompt text changes, telling me to choose my deity. Opening the book to the first page, I see a list of names with a line or two next to them. Scanning through the list, the first name that catches my eye is Ares, the Greek god of war.
'Oh, heck no. There is no way I'm choosing some battle crazy god that probably looks like he OD'd on steroids!' Skimming through the list, I start looking for a semi-decent option.
'Let's see who we have here... Bat, are you crazy! There is no way in hell I'm worshiping a literal cow!... Crom Cruach, who was he again? Oh yah, he's the one into human sacrifice. Not just no, but hell no, not in a million years no!... Dionysus, drunk frat boy... Elli, I'm not an old fogie... Freya, battle- whore... Gonggong, well-meaning idiot... Hanuman, great another warrior... Inari, finally an option that is not garbage!'
"Inari, I choose you!" A chill sweeps down my spine, making me shiver in response. I have no idea what that was…
'Oh well, what's next in this dream?' The prompt changes.
Pick your race




 
‘Well, this will be easy. Since I chose Inari as my deity, I need a fox race. Kitsune will be good. Let's see if that is an option.’ Flipping to the K section, Kitsune is the second option. While giving a cheer, I choose Kitsune as my race. Looking over to the prompt, waiting for it to change again, my body starts to tingle, kinda like when your foot falls asleep and you get that pins and needles feeling, except this is over my entire body!
'Ow, this is really uncomfortable.' The feeling is fading, thank goodness, before I practically jump into the air when something brushes my leg.
'Let's not panic here, there's no monster reaching out to grab my leg. See everything is.... What the bleepity-bleep-bleep is that!' Spinning around to see what it is, it’s moving with me so it must be attached to me. I tentatively reach behind me.
"Please don't let anything bite me."
There is something soft that feels like fur. Bringing the soft thing around to see what it is, I just stare for a long moment.
'Is this a tail? Did I just grow a tail?! Seriously, WTF is this thing?' Giving a hard yank to pull it off of me, I let out a screech of pain.
'That hurt...... This thing is really attached to me...... Oh, fudge- monkeys, this is not a dream.’ Realizing this is not a dream sends me into a bit of a panic. My breathing is coming quicker.
"Yowch!" I squeeze my tail and the jolt of pain brings me back to myself somewhat.
'Okay, calm down. In two three four five, out two three four five... Let’s look at this logically. This being a dream has been ruled out, so either I've had a psychotic break and am majorly crazy, or this is real. I don't think I would be this rational if I went cray-cray, so the only explanation left is that this is real… Oh shit, that means Inari is real too, and I was really disrespectful.' Bowing low to show my sincerity, I address Inari-Kami.
"Please forgive me Inari-Kami, I swear never to be disrespectful again.”
Glancing to the countdown, I have a little over two hours left. Grabbing the note again, I quickly review the instructions.
’I haven't completely screwed myself, but I need to be a bit more careful going forward.’ Slapping my cheeks to focus again, the prompt has changed again when I look over to it.
Select your languages
0 of 4 languages selected



 
The new booklet is much thicker than the race one and flipping through it quickly, there is not a single language I recognize here. On the very last page there is a line about choosing any other language you know the name of.
’Egyptian will be my first language since I'm in Egypt right now. Latin will be my second since it is a root for many others. What to pick for the others?... It's settled, I choose old Norse and Gaelic for my other languages.’ Glancing to the clock again, I'm relieved to see I still have over two and a half hours left. The prompt shifts, confirming that my language selection is accepted.
Choose your class




 
'This is the largest book yet! Let's see if there is an index.' Opening the book to the last few pages, there is an index. 'Yes!' Reading down the list there are many classes I recognize, 'Cleric... knight... rogue.... sorcerer, wait a minute, these sound like a fantasy game. Is there a witch choice? I always wanted to be a witch!' Skipping to the W's I see it, Witch!
"Awesome, I'm going to be a witch!"
The prompt changing catches my eye. 'Huh, I didn't explicitly say I chose Witch. How did they know I was set on being a Witch?’ Shoving that thought to the back of my mind, I look at the prompt... 'Why are there three prompts?'
Choose your familiar




 
Choose your hex




 
Choose your patron




 
'Let's start with patron.' A new booklet appears to look through.
"Patron - Source of a witch’s spells. A powerful and mysterious entity, who communicates with them through their familiar." 



 
I should pick a patron that aligns with Inari and Kitsune.
'Curse, fate, fervor, night, pact, rune....' These aren't entities, they are just aspects.... 'Well then, what (air quote) aspect (air quote) should I choose?... Hm, trickery looks like it will fit in with my fox theme.' Choosing trickery as my aspect does not do anything right now, but according to the information, at every even level I will get a bonus spell, which sounds pretty cool. Also, my familiar will be able to cast illusions once per day. That could be really useful. Next is my hex.
'This should be totally awesome.' Looking at the index of the new booklet, I start reading through the list of available hexes. 'Animal Servant... beast eye...... cackle…... disguise.... prehensile hair... slumber... tongues, that sounds interesting.' Flipping to the correct page, I can't help my growing excitement as I read the description. Basically, I will be able to understand and read any language. Admittedly the short duration will suck, but at fifth level I'll also be able to speak any language!
'Imagine all of the un-deciphered texts I will be able to read!' I select tongues as my hex while doing a small victory dance. I can't help myself, this is an amazing opportunity.
Turning to the last prompt, it's time to pick my familiar. I immediately start searching for foxes in the new booklet, quickly finding it.
'Let’s see, there are four fox options, arctic fox, fennec fox, red fox, and white fox.' Looking at the description for each fox, it seems like the only reason the white fox is even an option is because Inari is my deity.
'Well then, that's a no-brainer.' I choose the white fox as my familiar. The prompt changes again.
Pick your familiar’s spells
0 of 7 spells selected



 
This time two books appear, one of them being much smaller than the other.
'Cute, it's mini sized!' The smaller book is my familiar's spellbook. 'How will a fox carry a spellbook?’ The spellbook contains one spell per page, with seven empty pages at the end.
'With 14 spells already in the book plus the seven I get to add, 21 spells! My familiar will be awesome. I still don't know how he's going to carry the spellbook.’ I think the spells will be crucial so I read through the spells, taking my time to pick the ones that will be most beneficial. Some are easily rejected, such as one to cause food to rot, but others are harder to decide on. Since all of the spells in the spellbook are level zero, I only add two more level zero spells. The first is the quicken spell, which will let the target move faster in combat and the second is the leap spell, that gives a bonus to acrobatic movements such as leaping, tumbling, and others. These spells to improve speed and flexibility will be useful to my familiar.
Looking at the first level spells for the remaining spell slots, I repeat the process of going through the spells again. Cure wounds I, a spell to heal minor injuries catches my eye and I add it before even going through the entire list. I do the same with a spell that can give me a 48-hour weather forecast for where I am. ‘That can be very useful!’ Going through the rest of the spells, I settle on one to make opponents more susceptible to suggestion, another to allow minor shielding of another, and the final one which makes food more nutritious and thus go further. With the final spell selection confirmed, the prompt changes again, but the spellbook does not disappear.
Choose spells to learn
0 of 3 at will spells learned
0 of 2 level 1 spells learned



 
A single piece of paper appears. ‘Hmm, let's see here,'
"You can learn five of your familiar’s spells to use. Chose three level 0 spells (at will) and two level 1 spells."


 



I wasn’t expecting to be able to cast the spells, but there is one major drawback, I'm severely limited on the number of spells I can cast. Looking at the spellbook, the choice for my at will spells is easy. I choose the spells to improve speed and reflexes, since they will be useful in avoiding danger. I also choose one to fix minor damage to items. For the first level spells I choose the healing and weather prediction spells since they currently will be the most universally useful. When I confirmed my spell selection, I looked at the prompt, expecting it to change again. When the prompt changes, I feel something soft rub against my leg.
'Is this my familiar?' Looking down I see the most adorable sight ever, a small white fox rubbing against my leg.
"So cute."
Sighing over the massive cute-attack, I reach down and gently lift him into my lap. He must have loved this since he immediately snuggles down into my lap and curled his tail around himself. I lose myself just staring at him and petting him. 'I need to think up an amazing name for him. Yuki would fit the white fur, but he is not an arctic fox and I want something more special for him...' I don't know how long I am lost in thought, but noticing the timer only has 58 minutes on it jolts me back to the here and now.
'I will come up with a name later. For now, what is the next prompt?'
Choose your skills
Add craft, knowledge, perform and profession skills



 
Looking at the new booklet, the skills seem to be organized by the categories listed in the prompt. I guess I have to choose one from each category.
'Let's see what my options are.... craft skills; alchemy, that sounds interesting... armor, not really my thing... carpentry, not really useful right now... Calligraphy, ooh I could chronicle this new world, definite possibility... pottery... weapons no thanks.' After reading through the list and further examining the alchemy and calligraphy skills, I decide on the calligraphy since I really like the idea of chronicling this new world, plus the bonus to written persuasion and intimidation sounds cool too. Next is the Knowledge skill.
As I look through the list, the geography option catches my eye. Quickly reading the description, I take it. After all, no tech means no GPS and knowledge of the terrain will be useful. The next skill to choose is the perform skill. I already don't like the sound of this. Perform makes me think of street performers, concerts, plays, and talent shows. Shuddering at the very idea, I quickly look at the options for the least objectionable one, settling on the dance skill.
'Well, they say dancing and fighting are similar, so maybe this skill will be useful that way.' Moving onto the last skill, the profession one, I look through the list, hoping for a decent option. Unfortunately, they all seem to be garbage. Luckily there is a custom profession option that will let you use your current profession. Choosing this option, a new prompt notifies me that archeologist is my profession. Grinning at my luck, 'I worked my butt off to get here and I get to keep archeology!'
Allocate your skill points
0 of 6 points allocated



 
The prompt changes again and the skill booklet is replaced by a sheet of paper listing all of my skills. 'Huh, what's this? Apparently, I already have a plus five to disguise. Why are there so many skills? There is no way I can add skill points to every skill... I'll just pick six and add one point to each. What will be the most useful?' After debating with myself, I add one point in acrobatics, calligraphy, geography, perception, archeology, and survival skills. Hopefully the majority of these will be useful. ‘I should be done now, right?’
Choose feat(s)
0 of 1 feats chosen



 
'Well, fudge monkeys. I still have more to do.' I glance at the clock, seeing I only have 40 minutes left and I don't know how much more there is to do. Skimming the feats hurriedly, I stop when I see the dodge option. 'This will work. You can't kill what you can't hit!'
Roll for your funds




 
As the prompt changes again, four d6 appear on the table. I snatch them up and quickly roll, getting a 12 in total.
Choose your gear and weapons
0 of 120 GP spent



 
The dice are replaced with three books. One for equipment, one for weapons, and the third for magic items. Opening the magic item book, I immediately slam it shut. There is no way I can afford anything in this book.
Grabbing the equipment book, I look at the index hoping that there are starter kits since I have no idea what I may need. Luckily there is a witch’s kit for 21 GP, which is well within my budget. It contains a backpack, bedroll, mess kit, flint and steel, soap, iron pot, a belt pouch, ink, an ink pen, ten candles, ten torches, ten pieces of chalk, a spell component pouch, five days of trail rations and a waterskin.
'It's missing rope and a journal to start chronicling this new world.' Flipping back to the R section I easily find 50 feet of rope for 1 GP and select it. Then flipping to the J's there is a journal for 10 GP, which I add to my purchases. Glancing at the prompt, there is another section below that, listing my purchases and their costs.
Finished with the gear book, I pick up the weapons book. I admit to being unfamiliar with what I will need in a weapon. I know I don't want anything large like a sword or spear. ‘I should probably grab something pointy just in case... hmmm, a dagger will probably work.' Flipping to the index, I look for daggers,
'Well, that was easy, there's only one dagger option.' Selecting the dagger for 2 GP, I see a double crossbow near it in the book. 'Oh, a crossbow would be good for range. I remember that they have decent range and don't require the same strength that a longbow does... Let’s see. Crossbow, crossbow, where are you? Found crossbow bolts, but no crossbow... hand crossbow, not what I'm looking for... Light Crossbow, perfect!' Adding the crossbow to my list, wincing slightly at the price of 35 GP, I go back to the crossbow bolts and decide to get 30 bolts for 3 GP. Looking at my totals, I have 48 GP left to spend and checking the clock, I have another 30 minutes before time is up. Going to close the weapons book to finish my shopping, I see something that I just have to have.
'Fighting fans! They are so cool in movies.' I drop 10 GP to get a pair, leaving me with 38 GP. 'Hmm, what else do I need? Ah- ha, I should get more food.' Quickly going back to the gear book, I find the trail rations and select to purchase 20 days’ worth for 10 GP. This leaves me with 28 GP. Finally done with my purchases, I look at the prompt, expecting to be given something else to do. When the prompt disappears and all of my purchases appear next to me neatly packed in the backpack, sitting on it for the belt pouch, or strapped to it for the crossbow, I'm glad to be done. Gently petting my new familiar, I look at the timer to see I have just under ten minutes left and relax. When the timer expires, I find myself back in my tent, holding my familiar, with my new gear next to me.
“Wait, we could have gotten a sexy witch costume.”
“Hmm?” Looking around, I can see the other girls from my dorm tent. Oh my, some of them look very different. One looks like an elf archer from a popular fantasy movie, tall and slender with long hair and pointed ears. Another one is wearing a medieval breastplate and has a large broadsword strapped to her back. Two are still in their PJs looking like nothing changed. Yet another is in what looks like a Kung Fu movie costume. Although I don’t see any of them in a sexy witch costume…. wait a second, she can’t be referring to me, can she?
Glancing down at myself, I can feel my face heat in mortification at what I am wearing. ‘This is way too revealing!’ I have on a dark purple under bust corset ‘how did they know that’s my favorite color,’ an off-white off the shoulder shirt ‘great, a sunburn waiting to happen’ with long sleeves and an open neckline that would have everything showing if not for being held together over my breasts by some lacing. ‘What happened to my boobs?... Why are they bigger?!’ Internally panicking at the changes to my body that are more extensive than I realized, I somehow manage to pretend to be unaffected and give a nonchalant shrug. Looking past my disaster of a top, I can see a layered dark blue skirt thing that is mini skirt in the front and ankle length in the back. The only saving grace of this part of my clothes is the fact that there are pants under the skirt that are tucked into sturdy brown boots! None of this really screams ‘Witch’ to me. Ah ha, I must be wearing a witch’s hat. Reaching up, I grab the hat off my head and look at it. It is a stereotypical wide-brimmed hat with a pointed top that sags to the side slightly near the tip of the point. It’s also in the same dark purple as my corset, ‘it’s actually kind of cute… and will provide plenty of shade from the sun.’
“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied, while smirking at the elven archer who made the comment.
If I’m going to be stuck with this outfit, I might as well own it. Lowering one hand from the hat, I place one on my hip in what I hope is a sassy pose. Placing the hat back on my head, I say,
“I guess I can pull it off and still look great. What do you think?”
Hopefully deflecting back to the other girls for their opinion will get them to stop focusing on me. ‘No, nooo, nooooo…. None of my bras will fit… none of my shirts will fit either!’ While I have my inner gripe session, the other girls seem to come to the consensus that I need another shirt, but otherwise look good.
“You do realize that none of my tops or bras will fit me now, right? I couldn’t change even if I wanted to.” I interjected some common sense into the chaos. Sitting down on my cot, my cute familiar hops into my lap, then somehow climbs onto my shoulder before I realize what he is doing, ‘dang he’s fast’. He starts rubbing his head against my cheek while making a soft purring noise. I close my eyes at the comfort I feel from such a simple action and reach up to softly stroke along his back in return. It takes my brain a minute to catch up, ‘I didn’t know that foxes can purr.’
The sound of someone entering the tent has me opening my eyes and looking over to see one of the professors had entered while I was distracted.
“Gather up everyone, we are going to the dining tent to figure this out.” It’s fairly obvious that she is trying to hold herself together from the trembling in her voice.
I nod in acknowledgment and stand while the rest of the girls give various responses. The two still in their PJs are asking for a minute to change when I grab my bag of new gear and head to the entrance. ‘Why did my cot have to be at the back.’ I have to wait for the girls that are not changing to exit before I can leave the tent and head towards the dining tent. I walk slowly, scanning the camp to see if there are any obvious differences. It takes me a minute to notice that all of the electronic lights are out. ‘Whaaa, why can I see just fine? I mean sure everything is dim, but there is still light.’ Stopping in confusion, I look for any light source and see a single torch set on a pole in the center of camp. ‘That must be where the light is coming from… oh, my eyesight must be better now. There is no way I would have been able to see all of this from a single torch before.’ Glancing at the sky I’m struck speechless. I have only seen this many stars in photographs and let me tell you, they pale in comparison. There are countless stars glimmering like lights scattered on an inky black canvas. I only notice that I stopped walking when someone rushes past towards the dining tent, distracting me from the view that is the night sky. Looking at my familiar on my shoulder, I notice that the stars seem to be reflected in his eyes. ‘Hmmmm, maybe a star name would suit him… Hoshi, or maybe Hikari.’ Shaking myself out of my sidebar, I resume walking and quickly arrive at the dining tent.
When I enter, there are only a few other stragglers missing. Luckily my preferred seat in the back corner is available and I make a beeline straight for it, ignoring the somewhat obvious looks many of the male students are giving me. At least I am assuming they are the students. I really hope they are not the professors. ‘That would just be hella creepy.’ I’m glad that we have picnic-style benches, since for some reason I don’t think I should take off my pack. Sitting down, I scan the people here and can see some vague resemblances to people from the dig in most, but for some of them I have no idea. My familiar seems to have decided that my lap is his preferred place, since he just jumps down into my lap.
“Caw!” The sound of a crow has me looking in the direction it came from.
It seems like someone else chose a class that would give them a familiar. ‘Maybe a wizard’ I make a guess from the robes.
My fox starts rubbing against my hand and making a soft whining noise. I look down at him and gently rub my hand from the top of his head to the base of his tail in a long petting motion, then repeating the motion over and over until the whine fades and is replaced by a soft purr.
By this time the stragglers have entered the tent and I recognize them as a professor and four fellow students. It is obvious that they did not make their new selves in the white room since they still look human and are the only ones wearing normal dig clothes. A man, who I am assuming is the dig lead, stands up and starts to speak.
“Quiet down, everyone.” When that doesn’t work, he gives a loud whistle that makes me flinch in pain at the noise and my familiar starts his whine again, obviously negatively affected. I stroke gently down his back in comfort, not really paying attention to what is going on.
“Caitlin Urquhart…. Which of you is Caitlin Urquhart?” They must be doing a roll call to see who everyone is, and I missed most of it.
“Here,” I respond while raising my free hand to show where I am. After acknowledging my response, he continues the roll call. It seems like he did the students first and is now doing the professors. ‘Wait, the guy who was creepily staring at my chest is a professor? That is so gross…... what a creep.’
Once again, I space out and miss the rest of the roll call. When I tune back in, the professors and dig lead are debating what we should do next. Within a minute I am struggling not to laugh at the suggestions that have been given. Did these people lose all common sense? One professor thinks we should just continue the dig and pretend nothing happened, while another thinks that we should try to fix the cars and a third thinks we should leave now and walk over 50 miles back to Cairo. I’m no mechanic, but even I know that if anything electrical no longer functions, then there is nothing we can do to get the cars working since they rely on a battery to start the motor. Looking around, I can’t believe how many people seem to actually think that either of these suggestions is a good idea. Going back to Cairo may be a good idea, but if we are going to travel, shouldn’t we actually prepare for it and not just leave immediately like the professor is suggesting?
‘There is no way in hell I am going along with either of those ideas…. Maybe I should say something?’ Just as I am about to speak up, someone else does and is immediately berated into silence from all sides. ‘On second thought, I’ll just stay quiet and try to avoid the mob mentality crowd.’ Now that the single naysayer has been silenced, the group devolves into an argument of which stupid idea we should follow. I am quickly fed up with this and tune out the arguments.
‘Let’s focus on something productive, naming my fox.’ Trying to remember what the name of Inari-Kami’s fox messenger was easily distracts me from the drama that is occurring around me. ‘Ah ha, it was Kiko Myojin… or was it Tenko… shit, I don’t remember.’ After a while of spacing out, ignoring the stupid people, I tune back in to see if anything productive has happened and promptly tune them out again. They are still arguing over dumb ideas without any care for common sense.
My familiar tenses then uncurls himself to stand on my lap facing the tent entrance, growling slightly with his fur standing on end. I can practically feel the agitation rolling off him in waves.
“Are you okay?” I whisper to my fox and can somehow tell that there is nothing physically wrong with him. “What is it? Is there something com- “
I am cut off mid-whisper by screams of pain, as those by the tent entrance are swarmed by something. ‘Are those the frozen chickens? What the hell is going on here!’ It takes a few seconds to realize that they must be zombie chickens and boy is it weird to hear clucking coming from those things. By the time anyone starts to react, I can tell that several people are dead and the zombie chickens have moved on to attack the surrounding people. I cast the cure wounds I spell on one of the injured people, hoping they will be able to get away from the zombie chickens. The next thing I know there are somehow several more dead people, a few dead ‘or is it re-dead’ zombie chickens and the tent is slowly starting to burn. Several of the dead have arrows sticking out of them, so I assume friendly fire, but before I can process anything, someone tries to run away. They run straight into the wall of the tent and actually manage to start pulling the entire tent down.
I immediately grab my fox to my chest and drop to the ground, right before the tent would have hit me. Standing up, there is no time to take in what is happening, as everyone who is not caught up in the tent starts to run.
I’m glad that I’m wearing my pack as I follow, trying to get away from the mess of zombie chickens and those still in the collapsed tent. I admit I panic slightly and before I know it, I am separated from everyone else, but I don’t dare stop for fear that I will be swarmed by zombie chickens. ‘Ow, my boobs hurt… oh man.’ I have no support and the swinging is painful. Bringing my arm that is not holding my familiar up to hold my boobs in place helps a bit, but soon my back starts hurting as well. ‘Fuck, this sucks. Stupid big boobs making my back hurt… I want a good sports bra…. My poor aching back…’ Despite my griping I continue to run. Telling myself to ignore my boobs and back, I welcome any random thought that can distract me. ‘You never think of chickens when you hear about the zombie apocalypse.’ Random thoughts continue to flit across my mind as I run. After what feels like an hour of running, I slow to a walk and listen hard to see if there is anything to worry about.
I don’t hear anything for the moment, so hopefully there is time to get my new weapons out. Setting down my pack, I dig through it for the dagger and strap it across the back of my waist with the provided belt. Grabbing the belt pouch, I attach that as well and attach the spell component pouch next to it for easy access. Next, I grab one of the crossbow bolt quivers and after fumbling with it, I realize that it straps to my belt as well and will hang down to mid-thigh. I don’t see anything to attach the fighting fans with, so I tuck them back into the pack for now.
Grabbing out my water, I take a drink, then pour some into the shallow dish in the mess kit for my fox to drink. This uses up about a third of the water. ‘We are going to run out of water soon…. Why didn’t I think of water when in the white room… now I need to find a village, or somewhere with water and fairly quickly.’
Thinking about the local area and looking up at the sky to find a constellation for navigation, I think if I head this way there is a small village a few miles away. Going with my intuition, I pack up and start walking again towards where I think the village will be. After a few minutes I can hear a soft clattering noise and looking for it I spot some skeletons. ‘Great, just what I need, more monsters to fight. Let’s see, I probably have to shatter the bones to defeat them, so I need a blunt object… hmmm, what can I use?’ The pot has a long handle to keep the user from being burned, so I should be able to use it. Quickly I drop my pack, grab out the pot, then put my pack back on. Strange, I haven’t heard anything from my familiar. Looking down, he’s drooling while looking at the skeleton.
“Do you want the bones to chew on?” His response is a bark-yip sound, that strangely sounds like a yes, please to me.
“I don’t think that is very sanitary, but I’ll give you some food after we fight this thing and when we reach the village, I’ll find you some bones. Is that acceptable?” He actually moves his head up and down in a nodding motion. I guess he is smarter than I thought.
The skeleton reaches us, grabbing for me with its boney fingers, ‘how the hell are all of the bones sticking together?’ I swing the pot as hard as I can down on the hands. With a horrible crunching noise, one of the skeleton’s hands breaks off and falls to the ground, the stump immediately starting to reform. The other hand is still reaching for me when my familiar jumps from my shoulder and bites down on the forearm, shattering the bones and sending the second hand to the ground. While the skeleton tries to hit me with the remains of its arms, which are still in the middle of reforming, I bring the pot back and swing it into the skull with as much force as I can. The impact jars my shoulder, but the skeleton goes down and crumbles into dust. The glint of metal in the moonlight draws my gaze. There are a few small copper pieces in the dust. Picking them up, I add them to the small pouch on my belt.
Looking around I can't see anything else in the area, so I put down my pack and pull out one of the trail rations. Giving the jerky to my familiar, I start nibbling on the dried fruit, avoiding the hard bread looking portion and putting it back in my pack. After the snack break, my familiar hops up on my shoulder and I start walking in the direction of the village again. At least I hope this is the right direction. For a while there is nothing but the monotony of walking in the desert and my mind again turns to naming my familiar.
“You know what, it’s really hard to come up with a good name for you. So far, I’ve thought about Yuki, Hoshi, Hikari, Tenko, and Kiko Myojin…. You wouldn’t happen to like one of those names, would you?” I don’t really expect a response, but am surprised when I hear a bark that sounds like a no to me. “Okay, so none of those names. Let’s see, myths about Kitsune and foxes typically intersect with myths about demons… hmmm, foxes are associated with fire, but let’s not use Hi. What about combining that with the demon association. How does Onibi sound?”
He tilts his head to the side as if considering the name, then gives a yip that sounds like yes to me.
“Okay your name is now Onibi. I wonder why I can understand what you are saying?”
Onibi gives me a look that practically screams are you stupid, before giving a few barks and yips that sound like he’s telling me it’s the familiar bond since he is a magical creature.
“Ohhh, well that makes sense. Glad to know I’m not going crazy.” Onibi’s ears perk up and he turns his head to look behind us. I follow his gaze and can see a few skeletons spread out and moving towards us. If they keep moving, they will probably converge and then we will have to deal with more of them and that is the last thing I want.
“We are going to run towards the closest skeleton and deal with it first. I don’t want to deal with more than one at a time.” I tell Onibi the plan and he gives an affirmative bark.
Sprinting towards the skeleton, I have no time to even think about how much my boobs will hurt from this. I swing the pot like a bat towards the skeleton’s arms and manage to somehow break both arms before my momentum has me spinning and turning my back to the skeleton. Luckily, I have Onibi to watch my back and he leaps from my shoulder onto the skeleton’s head. Turning my spin into a full 360-degree turn, I bring the pot up to try to hit it again, only to have the skeleton’s head land in my chest before crumbling to dust. The next instant Onibi is on my chest and then somersaulting through the air with perfect form to land on the ground as I fall to my rear. I can practically hear him telling me that is how it’s done as he gives me a victorious smirk. Muttering about show-off familiars, I grab the coins from killing the skeleton and look up to see that the next skeleton is practically on top of us.
‘Oh shit, oh shit, I don’t want to die!’ I frantically swing the pot at the skeleton and completely miss. Frantically I try casting the leap spell and somehow manage to scramble to my feet without being hit. By the time I’m standing and can see what is going on, Onibi is sitting on a pile of dust from the new skeleton, looking like the cat that got the canary. There is only one skeleton within eyesight, so I plant my feet and wait for it to come to me. As soon as it is in range, I swing the pot down as hard as I can, breaking both arms. Quickly, I bring the pot back up the other direction and break off a bit more of the arms while they are trying to reform. Onibi attacks the skeleton’s knee, hobbling it for the moment and I take one more swing like I’m swinging a baseball bat, hitting it squarely in the chest. This must have been enough to kill it since it just sort of crumbles while standing. ‘Well, that was kind of weird. Will all monsters turn to dust when they are killed?’
Glancing around there are still no more skeletons in the vicinity, so I grab the coins from the dust and store them in my pouch. Onibi seems satisfied with my performance on the last skeleton, giving me a nod. ‘I’m taking criticism from a fox. What the fuck is wrong with me… but Onibi is a smart fox, so that must make it better… not really.’ By the time I realize what I am doing, Onibi is on my shoulder and I had automatically started walking towards the village. ‘I really need to stop getting lost in my thoughts. That can easily get me killed now.’
I continue to walk, encountering a skeleton here and there until the sun rises and I am utterly exhausted. But on the bright side, I am no longer falling on my butt every time I spin around with a hit. I stay on my feet one out of four times now. When I walk over the next rise there is the village in the distance. I hesitate to approach while I am this tired.
“I think we should get a bit closer, then get a nap in before going into the village. Does that sound good to you?” I ask Onibi. He gives a yes yip.
Walking for about ten to fifteen minutes gets us a good distance from the village. With the sun fully over the horizon I don’t think we will have to worry about any more skeletons, but I am honestly too tired to care. Pulling out the bedroll, I lie down on top of it since I know that the day will only get hotter. Using the witch hat as shade, Onibi curls up next to my neck and I quickly fall asleep.
After what feels like only minutes, I wake up still exhausted with the sun beating down on me. From the sun’s position I would guess that only three to four hours have passed. My movement must have woken Onibi up, since he is sitting there looking at me clearly waiting for something.
“I think I know what you want, food and water.” With an unimpressed look, Onibi gives a yip and bark indicating that of course that’s what he wants.
Grabbing another trail ration out, I give him the jerky while I eat the dried fruit and reluctantly eat the bread stuff from both rations as well. While it by no means tastes good, it’s not completely awful either. When we finish eating, I get out the water and give Onibi some before taking a drink myself. The waterskin now only has enough for one more drink for us left.
“Well, water is our highest priority now. Hopefully the town will be friendly and have an old-fashioned well we can use to get water.” Packing everything back up, I motion for Onibi to hop on my shoulder and start walking again.
As the town gets closer, something is off, but I can’t tell what it is. Feeling uneasy, I approach the fence that goes around the town and look around hoping to see what is off. There are corpses everywhere. Humans, elves, lizard-looking people, dogs, cats, dead zombies, ‘isn’t that a double negative? Would they be re-dead instead’ and piles of dust from skeletons. ‘I guess skeletons are the only ones who turn to dust.’ This town looks like it has been wiped out from what I can see. Luckily, the houses have flat roofs so if I can climb up there, I can see what is going on.
Casting my leap spell, since it is supposed to improve acrobatics, I try to grab the fence and leap over it, keyword being try. I end up half over the fence with my corset being the only thing saving me from the top of the fence digging into my stomach. Flailing my feet, I somehow manage to get one to hook onto the top of the fence and haul myself up and over, dropping down to the ground on the other side. ‘Yes, I didn’t fall on my ass this time!’ Looking at the house in front of me, there is no way I’ll be able to climb up without help.
Glancing around, I can see a few chairs and an outdoor table that will work perfectly. Pulling over the table and one of the chairs, I stack the chair on the table, then carefully climbing onto the chair I can just grab the edge of the roof. Casting my leap spell and praying for success, I jump and grab onto the roof. Swinging my legs back and forth, I build up momentum until I can hook one foot over the ledge and roll myself onto the roof. Thank Kami that this is only a single-story house. Looking around I can see dead everywhere in the town. There must be hundreds. I don’t know how long I stand there staring at the corpses, before I realize that there are zombies in practically every shadow. There is no way I can kill all of those zombies.
“Do you have any ideas on how to deal with our zombie problem?” I whisper to Onibi, unsure if noise attracts them. He responds with a series of soft yips, barks and growls, that I understand to mean he will attract them and lead them a few miles outside of town. My job will be to loot the entire town for coins and water flasks, since that is what we need the most right now. I nod, accepting the plan. “Be careful, I would rather lose out on the loot than lose you.”
I get a look that says, I’m not the one you should be worried about. Taking off my pack so I can move around easier, I pull out the fighting fans and the other 20 crossbow bolts. Adding the bolts to the quiver I’m wearing, I tuck the fans into the top of my corset on either side, like I’ve seen guns carried in underarm holsters, with the handles secure against the sides of my boobs. Finally, I take off my skirt and place it inside my pack. With nothing extra to weigh me down I start to feel confident in my ability to move. With a nod to Onibi to indicate I’m ready, he takes off, jumping to the ground and running circles around the zombies. It looks like an elegant dance compared to the shuffling of the zombies as he rounds them up and leads them out of the town. I guess they want to eat more than they want to stay out of the sun. Listening, after a few minutes I hear a bark that sounds like go and I lower myself off the roof until I’m dangling, with only my hands keeping me up. Letting go, I drop about three feet to the ground soundlessly. Going to the nearest zombie corpse I stand there for a second.
‘I have to loot this gross thing. Oh, there’s a coin next to it. Nice, I don’t have to touch the zombies!’ I’m not so lucky with the first dead person I loot. ‘Why did they have to put their money inside their shirt, this is so gross…’ Forcing myself to keep looting as fast as possible, when my belt pouch fills up, I grab a backpack from the nearest corpse, empty it and continue. I have no idea how long I worked, but by the time I finish looting every former person, zombie, and skeleton pile there, I have ten heavy bags half full of coins and the sun has almost set. Taking them in multiple trips back to the roof I left my stuff on, I use the rope to haul the bags up, then work on getting a place to sleep ready for when Onibi gets back.
Onibi arrives shortly after the sun has fully set and lets me know that he left the zombies about five miles away. I am starving since I have not eaten anything since early morning. Splitting several trail rations with Onibi, I’m glad that I found quite a few full waterskins during my looting, so we have plenty of water to drink. Once we have eaten, we settle down to sleep. I’ll worry about how to transport all of our loot in the morning.
Opening my eyes, I’m in the white room with the bags of loot around me, a three-hour countdown timer above the table and a prompt to level up.
Roll your HP




 
Looking closer there is a d6 on the table and off to the side is a piece of paper. Grabbing the paper, I read it. ‘So, I get to ask a question every time I gain a level by writing it down…... hmmm, I’ll save that for after I level up, so I have time to think about the best question to ask.’
I roll the d6, getting a five and from my new total health know that my health increased by six due to a bonus.
Select your hex
0 of 1 hexes selected



 
Awesome! Looks like I get a new hex when I level up. Looking at all of the available hexes, I take the time to read the description of the ones that catch my eye. ‘Healing… hold up, did I read that right?.... There’s no cast limit! I can essentially have unlimited single shot heals!... What is this, it also does damage to undead! I can kill skeletons now! Mwah-ha-ha, I shall be invincible…. I have to touch the person I cast it on. Shit, there goes my dream of being invincible.’ Mentally wiping away a fake tear at the limitations, I take healing as my second hex.
Select spells to add to your familiar’s spellbook
0 of 2 spells selected



 
The hex book is replaced by the book of spells and my familiar’s spellbook. I already have quite a few level 0 spells and I don’t see any level 0 spells that will create water, so I’m going to focus on the level 1 spells. Let’s see, I don’t have any spells that will do damage, so I should get at least one spell that will do damage. Looking through the level 1 spells, there are a few that will do damage, but nothing so far that catches my eye. ‘Ohhh, what’s this, a palm of flame spell. This looks promising… Yes! A palm of frost spell too…. that almost sounds like permafrost. Punny.’ This is my lucky day. I get two new spells that will both do damage and can be used from a distance.
Select your known spells
0 of 4 level 0 spells selected
0 of 3 level 1 spells selected



 
‘Yay! I get more spells now…... Let’s see, what to do with my level 0 spells.’ Flipping through the spellbook, I look at all the available spells and decide to keep the known level 0 spells the same, only adding the flashlight spell since that should be useful. For my level 1 spells I keep the cure wounds I spell, but trade the weather forecast spell for the palm of fire spell and add the palm of frost as my third spell.
As soon as I finish my spell selections the prompt changes and the spellbook is replaced with a paper listing my skills.
Allocate your skill points
0 of 6 points used



 
Looking at my list of skills, I wonder if improved acrobatics and dance skills would help me not fall too much when fighting. ‘Well, it doesn’t hurt to try,’ so I put one skill point in each, leaving me with four skill points. I think perception is important, since hopefully it will let me sense enemies before I die from a surprise attack, so I try to add two points to it, but am only able to add a single point. ‘I wonder if we can only add one point per level up… oh well, can’t do anything about it, so it’s no use wondering about it.’ Looking at my remaining skills, I decide to put one point in survival ‘anything that makes finding food, water, and shelter easier is supremely helpful’, climb ‘never know when I’ll need to climb as seen by today’ and knowledge geography ‘maybe my point in this skill helped me remember where the village was.’
Once I finish allocating my skill points, the prompt disappears and the three gear books appear. I wonder how much money I have and a secondary floating text box appears with my current status, including my wealth. ‘What the fuck…. How do I have over 19,000 gold!’ I must have stared for a few minutes before a grin splits my face and I grab the book of magic items. I flip to the F section and start looking, ‘flying broomstick, flying broomstick…...broom, broom. Found it…. damn, that’s expensive!’ It is listed under broom of flying and costs 17,000 gold. Wincing at the amount, but determined to have a better way to travel than walking, not to mention out of reach of zombies and skeletons, I read the description to see if it is worth it. ‘Let’s see, max fly speed is five miles per hour… what’s this? As a witch I can sacrifice one of my highest-level spell slots to fly at 20 mph for the duration of a single flight. That settles it, this is so worth the cost.’ I add the broom to my purchase list.
Next on my shopping list is a better backpack. Sticking with the magic book, I look for a bag that will either lighten the load I need to carry, or have expanded storage capabilities. I quickly find the bag of holding options and even the cheapest is outside my price range, so I keep looking. I’m about to call it quits when I see a multi-compartment bag that will hold more than it should, though not as much as some of the other bags and the best part is that it will only weigh five pounds no matter what I put in it. ‘Score, this is perfect!’ I can afford it for 2,000 gold, so I select it thinking that it’s nowhere near as bad as the broom’s cost. The next thing on my list is a lot more crossbow bolts. Opening the weapons book, I easily find the crossbow bolts and purchase 90 for nine gold.
The final thing on my list is to find something to help with my water situation. Flipping through the gear book I don’t see anything that would work, so I go back to the magic book. There are several things that have the possibility of helping, but they are way outside my price range. Leaning back in the chair to think, I see the paper for the question and figure that asking about water would be the most useful question I can ask.
How can I get consistent water with the money I have left?


 



As soon as I finish writing my question, a single line appears below the question, telling me to purchase a wand of create water using the custom wand option. I reflexively lightly slap my forehead. ‘Duh, why didn’t I think of that.’ It seems so simple once the answer has been given. Grabbing the magic book, I flip to the end where the custom options are and select a custom wand. A larger spellbook than the one I was given pops up next to the books already on the table and I receive a prompt to select my spell for the wand. Opening the book, I start scanning the list of level 0 spells, determined to spend however long necessary to get a water spell and I’m surprised when I find it fairly quickly. Selecting the water creation spell, I add the wand for 375 gold. ‘This should give me 50 days’ worth of water.’ Finalizing my purchase, I still have just over two hours on the timer, so I start putting everything in my new bag. The compartments are great for organization, which I like since I have a bit of OCD and like this much better than the basic bag.
(*****)




Day 2

Once the timer runs out, I am back lying on the roof. Suddenly the building shakes and creaks. Scrambling up, I peek over the roof and see a horde of hundreds of zombies surrounding the building. The weight of them pressing against the building will soon cause it to collapse, or they will climb over each other to get onto the roof. Backing up, I grab Onibi and put my new pack on, thankful I took the time to pack everything in it while in the white room. Grabbing my broom, I sit on it like I have seen in movies and anime, hoping that it will work. Somehow, I know that I need an activation word or phrase to get the broom to work and since this is the first time using it, I need to set the activation. ‘I really don’t have time for this, fuck it…’
“Fly like the wind!” The broom rises into the sky, hovering at what looks like 50 feet above the roof. ‘I hope the whole phrase is used for activation, otherwise the broom will start flying anytime I say fly and that would be really annoying…. Gah, hair in the face’ “Blegh… peh, peh.”
Finally getting my hair out of my face, wishing for some hair ties, I take a look around and see that every dead person in the town is now a zombie converging on the roof where I just was. While looking, the horde of zombies pressing against the walls finally puts too much pressure on them and the entire building kind of just collapses in on itself. ‘Fudge monkeys, I am so lucky…. Zombies are scary!’ Tearing my eyes away from the train wreck of the zombies and the collapsed house, I look around from my vantage point. ‘Let’s see, I think the Nile is this way… that will be a good landmark to orient myself.’
“We are going to the Nile, then we’ll see from there,” I tell Onibi the plan, sparse as it is, and start flying in what I hope is the right direction. I will hold off on sacrificing a spell slot to fly faster until I know I can fly well at my current speed.
The wind from the flight causes my eyes to tear up and has me wishing for goggles to protect them. I’m glad that I put the witches’ hat in my bag before I went to sleep, or it would probably be long gone. I’m surprised that there is this much wind when I’m only going 5 mph. I guess I’m flying against the air currents. After about an hour or so of flying, I check the area for skeletons and zombies, then maneuver the broom to the ground for a short break. Grabbing out the water flasks and wand of create water, I hold the tops of the containers together and use one charge to create water right above them to maximize the amount of water I get. While some does spill on the ground, most of it goes in the flasks. Giving Onibi some water, I quickly guzzle some and pull out two trail rations to split between the two of us. Giving him the dried meat, I wonder if he can eat any of the fruit or bread stuff.
“Onibi, can you eat any of this?” I ask, holding out the dried fruit and bread to him.
He just gives me a look that says are you stupid, of course I can eat it and ate the fruit out of my hand, then takes the bread to eat more leisurely. It is super cute. He holds the bread between his front paws and nibbles at it. ‘How does a fox without opposable thumbs manage to make eating some bread look this refined?’
While we eat, I think about what we should do next. We will obviously need more food and water, food sooner than water, so we need to get money to exchange for them. ‘Hmmm, maybe there is a magic item that will help with needing to buy or find food. Though to find out I have to level up again, which means I need to kill skeletons and probably zombies too.’ We finish eating and I put everything away for now.
“I think we should try to find skeletons and zombies while heading towards the Nile. I can try to cast my healing hex while kicking them in the head and that should have a 50% chance of killing any skeleton. I’m not sure about zombies, but I can have the crossbow loaded to use too just in case. I can also tie a rock to the rope and drop it on them. Hopefully that will do damage. Once we kill everything in the area, we can gather the coins and keep flying.” Onibi seems to be considering this before nodding his head and replying that he would jump down and collect the coins, then hop back on the broom. That I would be lowering the broom as much as possible for this was implicitly understood by both of us. “Sounds like a plan. Let me know if you see anything to kill, or something we can use as a weapon.”
The rest of the trip to the Nile passes without seeing a single zombie or skeleton. What is up with that? Yesterday I couldn’t get away from the damn things, but today they are nowhere to be seen. Arriving at the Nile, everything looks calm for a minute, but when I go lower to look for a safe place to land, I reflexively go right back up. But like a car crash on the highway, I can’t help myself and go just low enough to get a better look. The water is swarming with crocodiles and corpses. There are regular crocodiles eating what looks like zombies, zombies attacking the crocodiles and zombie crocodiles eating everything. ‘This is super gross, but also really weird…. is that a crocodile skeleton biting a crocodile’s tail? Nope, just a zombie crocodile with flesh missing from the snout.’ Well, there is no way in hell I am landing here.
Turning my broom north, I start heading in the direction of the Nile delta. ‘I hope I can find some people that will have a few answers on how everything works now.’ Luckily, after another hour or so, I see a lone skeleton with nothing else around for miles. ‘Test subject one here I come…. Let’s see, can I use my healing hex through a kick….’ Slowing to a crawl, I try to use the healing hex on the skeleton by kicking it in the head as I pass. ‘Well, that was a failure…. Hmmm, what am I missing…. Maybe there has to be skin contact? Well, doesn’t hurt to try once.’ Going back for a second pass, I grip the broomstick tightly with my thighs and one arm while leaning over to the side, reaching to touch the skeleton and cast my hex.
“Yes!.... Oh shit!” The hex worked, the skeleton turning to dust, but I went flying off the broom face first into the ground. “Peh, peh…blegh, peh, peh…”
Coughing and spluttering, I come up from the sand, spitting out the sand from my mouth. Clearing the sand from my face, I stand up to start shaking it out of my clothes. Onibi just sits there on the hovering broom, looking at me like really, how do you manage to be this clumsy. Grumbling to myself as I walk over to the broom, I can feel the sand start to chafe my skin where it’s in my clothes. ‘The hell, that hurts…. I have to get this sand out… now!’ There is no way I am dealing with this any longer than I have to.
“Onibi, keep watch while I get the sand out.”
With his positive response, I start with my corset, unhooking it in the front, shaking the sand out, then draping it over the handle of the broom. I repeat this with the shirt, then start brushing the sand off of my upper body. ‘How the hell did I get sand there?!’ Once the sand is off my torso, I run my hands through my hair trying to get the sand out. The longer I go with no results the more frustrated I get. Finally giving up, I flip my hair over and give my head a vigorous shake, then scrub at my scalp like I’m washing my hair. My hair is mostly sand free, but my torso is covered in sand again. Growling in frustration, I gather my hair and make a knot with it on my head, then turn to getting the sand out of my tail. Shaking out my tail, I get the majority of the sand out. Then back to my torso, I brush the sand off again. Grabbing the bedroll out of my pack I spread it on the ground, then sit to pull off my boots and shake them out. ‘There, I should be good to go… damn… sand in my pants.’ Rolling the top of my pants down, I brush off the bit of sand that got caught in my waistband. ‘Thank goodness I don’t have to fully strip. I don’t care that there is no one for miles, fully stripping in the open would be humiliating.’ Putting on my shirt and corset, I’m amazed how easy it is to get the corset back on. After all, books and movies make it seem like an impossible feat for a single person. Finally, I grab my bedroll, dust it off and pack it back in my bag.
Getting back on the broom, I scan for any skeletons or zombies I can use for experience and money. Squinting, I can see a black dot on the horizon. I can’t tell if it is getting larger or not. For some reason the sight of that black dot makes me shiver. Ignoring it since I can’t do anything about it, I see signs of an oasis resort near one of the less known pyramids. ‘Ohh, roofs with no building access and trees for shade….no easy access for skeletons and zombies, score!’ Heading in that direction, I get there as the sun is just starting to set and circle around the area. I see several zombies and some dead bodies out in the open, but I think I can handle them since there are only a few. Looking closer, some of the zombies look like they may have been killed by the other zombies and then came back to life, or whatever it’s called. Looking for a good vantage point where I can get a good view of the zombies, I land on one of the taller roofs. Taking off my pack, I set it to the side.
“Onibi, can you attract one or two zombies and lead them here?” I ask.
He gives me a yes yip, then darts off bounding down the fire escape. While he gets the zombies for me, I get out my light crossbow and make sure I have a quiver with 30 bolts in it. There is a metal lever in the stock of the crossbow that lets me lift it up fully then pull it back and it is ready for the bolt to be loaded. It is harder than it looks and I have to rest the buttstock on my thigh for leverage, but I get it done and grab a bolt to load when Onibi hops back onto the roof. Placing the bolt, I look up to see two zombies ambling over. Aiming and shooting at the first zombie the bolt hits, but there is no reaction. Loading and shooting again, the bolt hits the clothes and passes through. Mentally cursing, I continue loading and shooting until the zombie finally falls down.
“What the heck, why did it take 17 shots to kill the zombie?!” Onibi just gives me a look saying that maybe my weapon is the issue. Grabbing the rest of my ammo out of my bag, I get ready to fire another bolt.
‘Let’s see, how many zombies I can kill before I run out of ammo… it’s not like I have many other options to choose from.’ Determined to take down as many of the zombies as I can, I continue to reload and shoot the crossbow until my muscles are aching, but persist and keep going until all of my bolts are gone. ‘I can’t believe that 120 crossbow bolts only took down seven zombies!’
There were still a few zombies making their way over. Not seeing any other option, I climb down the fire escape then draw my dagger. Glancing over at Onibi, I tell him the plan I came up with.
“Distract the zombies if you can, I’m going to go after them from the back. I’ll hit them with my healing hex and use the dagger if that doesn’t finish them off.”
When there is no negative response, I sigh in relief. If Onibi thinks it will work, there is a good chance I won’t die. ‘What have I come to? Not even two days and I’m looking to a fox for approval…. Am I really this pathetic…. Get it together. It’s time to take out the zombies.’ Trying not to focus on the fact that I have to touch the zombie to cast the healing hex, I watch Onibi distract the zombies, causing them to turn away from me. Focusing on my landing,
I drop to the ground while Onibi is making plenty of noise. ‘How does something so small make so much noise?’ Moving behind the first zombie, I cast my healing hex as I touch its back with my fingertips. ‘Disgusting…. don’t think about it…. Shit, that didn’t kill it… stab the thing… that worked. No time to celebrate, there are more to kill.’ I must have had good luck with the first zombie since the others take multiple stabs to kill after the healing hex was used. By this time the sun has set and all the noise must have attracted skeletons, since five of them are almost here. They must have been coming over while I killed the zombies.
Using the healing hex on the first skeleton, it crumbles to dust. The same thing happens with the other four skeletons. The hardest part of facing the skeletons is avoiding getting hit while getting close enough to touch them. Just when I think that I am in the clear, more skeletons appear.
“Onibi, use your illusions to distract them so we only face a few at a time.” Onibi gives an affirmative yip, but there is no time to see what form his illusions take, the first skeletons are on us. After the first few skeletons, it becomes repetition to cast my hex and follow up with a hit from Onibi if they do not crumble to dust. Some of the skeletons get in a lucky hit, but thankfully most did not. It seems like the fight takes forever, but probably only takes an hour when they finally stop coming, ‘I’m exhausted… grab the loot and as many crossbow bolts as possible, then you can sleep.’ With that mantra repeating in my mind, I force myself to stumble over to the zombies to loot them of coins and retrieve my crossbow bolts.
“Onibi, can you get the coins from the skeleton dust piles, please?”
With a tired yip he agrees and starts helping.
When we finally finish about an hour later, I don’t bother counting everything, just shove it all into my belt pouch and call for my broom.
“Fly like the wind.” As the broom stops in front of me, I can’t help but cringe in embarrassment at the silly phrase I had chosen.
Flying back up to the roof I was on earlier, I grab my pack then fly over to the roof I scoped out to sleep on. Setting my pack down, I grab out my bedroll and crawl in, passing out as soon as I close my eyes.
Opening my eyes, I’m in the white room again. ‘I wonder if I will come here every night.’ Spotting the level up prompt above the table, ‘or maybe only when I need to level up.’ Well, since I won’t figure this one out until I go a day without leveling up, I will leave it for now.
Rolling the d6 on the table, I get a four and my HP increases to 27. ‘I'm still way too easy to kill.’
Select spells to add to your familiar’s spellbook
0 of 2 spells selected



 
‘I guess I don't get another hex… the book seems thicker this time.’ Flipping through the spells I can select, there are now level 2 spells available for me to choose from. ‘Level 2 spells…. does this mean I get to cast level 2 spells now?’ Looking at the level 2 spells I easily decide on cure wounds II and after reading through the various attack spells, I settle on molten orb, a spell that will let me throw a ball of liquid metal at a target, inflicting damage not only on the target, but also on those within five feet of the target as well from a splash effect. It will also continue inflicting damage until the metal cools, so that is a bonus as well.
Select your known spells
0 of 4 level 0 spells selected
0 of 3 level 1 spells selected
0 of 2 level 2 spells selected



 
This is honestly a no brainer. ‘Shoot, I didn't use any spells today… I was too busy using my hex… oops.’ I select to keep my level 0 and level 1 spells the same, then add both of my new level 2 spells and finish my spell selection in record time. ‘I'm not changing these spells until I actually remember to use them… hopefully tomorrow.’
Allocate your skill points
0 of 6 points used



 
Looking at the list of my skills, I decide to continue adding a point to knowledge geography, perception, and survival. Debating between the other skills, I decide to add a point to acrobatics and climb since they should be useful, and put my last skill point into the fly skill, which should help me master flying on the broom easier.
Choose feat(s)
0 of 1 feats chosen



 
I wasn't expecting to get another feat, but I'll take any advantage I can. Looking through the small books of feats available, one called accursed hex catches my eye since it mentions hex. Reading the description, I start getting really excited, ‘if I fail my healing hex, I can cast it again on the same creature!... That's great, I get a do over on an already awesome hex…. this is perfect!’ Choosing the feat without a second thought, I am practically bouncing in place in my excitement at how much I can do with this.
When the feat book is replaced by the three gear books, I know that all I have left is to do my shopping and ask my question. I really don't know what a good question is to ask, so for now I’ll do the shopping while thinking about it. ‘Let's see, I recovered plenty of crossbow bolts so I’m good on those… still fine on rations and water… I could use another weapon that does more damage to zombies…. The dagger worked well, so maybe a simple sword would work.’ Since I only have simple weapon proficiency, I have to stick with the weapons classified as simple, which significantly narrows down the list of available weapons. Finally finding a basic sword called a takoba for 15 gold that I can use, I purchase it. The timer shows that I still have just over two hours left, so I sit back to think about what question I should ask.
‘Should I ask about how to kill the monsters…. What about how to get stronger most efficiently…. How not to die…’ The countless possibilities are making it really hard to decide what to ask. Slumping over on the desk, I start muttering to myself how this is harder than being asked to assess your own performance, while lightly banging my head on the table.
“Arggggg, I don’t know what I don’t know! How can I ask a question when I don’t know what I need to ask about!” I shout in frustration.
Finally, I think I have a question that should give me some important information, while letting me know what I don’t know.
What is something important I don't know that I should know to survive this new world?


 



‘That should get me something at least…’
Faith is key.


 



‘WTF is this response???? How is this important information… calm down and think through this.' Thinking about when I created my new self, I was required to select a deity and the paper says that our deity is the one answering the questions. Does this mean that the more pious we are, the more favor we get from our deity? That would imply that having the favor of your deity is key to survival, or does it go beyond that. I'm not sure about it, but if faith is key then I guess I better be pious and start giving Inari-Kami offerings. ‘How did Grandma show me to pay my respects again?... Oh, right, we bowed at the Tori gate when we entered, performed a ceremonial purification at the entranceway…. What did we do next?….. Got it, we rang the bell, then made an offering, then a prayer. Let’s see, we bowed…. Was it once or twice? I think it was twice. Okay, after that we clapped our hands twice as well, prayed, then bowed again before leaving the shrine… Oh yah, we also bowed again at the Tori when we left the shrine as well.’ I can't do the Tori or purification, but I can leave an offering and give a prayer.
Since Inari is the Kami of prosperity and harvest, I pull out one gold coin and one of my trail rations to leave on the table as an offering. Standing before the table as I would before a shrine, I bow twice, clap my hands together twice, then with my hands together, offer a short prayer to Inari-Kami to watch over me and bless my endeavors. Finally, I bow once more, completing the offering ritual.
While hoping that this is what is meant by the answer I received, the time runs out and the white room fades around me.
(*****)




Day 3

I wake up actually feeling rested for the first time in what feels like forever. Has it really only been two days? ‘What should I do today…ooh, I could try out my weapons and spells that I haven't used yet.’ Excited about this idea, I bolt up ready to get started. Onibi growls at me, clearly irritated that I disturbed his rest.
“Sorry, I'll let you get some more sleep.” Satisfied that I am leaving him alone, he falls back asleep and I quietly go to the other side of the roof.
Offering a prayer to Inari-Kami to watch over us today, before stretching to loosen my muscles, I look down to see if there is anything to practice with my weapons on. Seeing nothing but the corpses of the zombies I killed yesterday, I am ready to go back when I hear muffled noises from below. Looking straight down, I see a zombie arm reaching outside a broken window. ‘Oh, shit. Well, looks like it's time to go. I don't want to know how many zombies are in the buildings.’ Swiftly packing everything except for my bedroll, weapons, and some food, I open two of the trail rations. While I eat my ration, Onibi perks up and comes over to eat his. Once I am done eating, I refill our water and we both take a drink. Packing the bedroll now that Onibi is awake I am ready to go.
“Fly like the wind.”
Saying the activation phrase, ‘this will never not be embarrassing to say,’ I strap my bag to the broom while it hovers in front of me. Then strapping my new sword to my belt and securing my other weapons, I mount the broom and wait for Onibi to hop on before taking off.
While we fly back towards the Nile, I look for opportunities to practice with my weapons. Traveling along the outskirts of the fertile area created by the Nile, I come across a road that has what looks like a traffic accident between a semi-truck and a produce truck. Since all vehicles are supposed to have stopped working according to the deities’ note at the beginning of all this, maybe this accident was caused by the brakes failing when the vehicle stopped working. Well, I don't know for sure, but I fly lower to check it out and am surprised to see a zombie trapped under the truck. ‘This is the perfect chance to test my fans and sword.’ Landing the broom, I keep it hovering near me for a quick getaway if necessary. Pulling out one of the fighting fans, I open it and try to hit the zombie’s exposed arm. I miss, but try again, missing again. ‘Well, third time’s the charm… or not.’ With another miss I bring the fan to about an inch away from the zombie and hit it. ‘Well, that hit… did it do anything to it?... Hmmm, it took about 15 crossbow bolts to kill a zombie and assuming that it will take twice as many hits with the fan, let’s get in 30 hits and see what happens. One, two, three, four…... 29, 30…. damn, that doesn't even look like it scratched the damn thing…. Moving on, Let’s use this sword thingy.’ Leaving the fans for later since I can't do any damage with them, I pull out the sword and hit the zombie with it. It does not seem to do much, so I try again, this time leaving a visible wound on it. A third strike leaves another visible wound and a fourth has the zombie dying. Looking at the body there are no coins, so maybe they don't always drop loot?
Onibi yips a warning that there are other zombies approaching. Looking I can see three zombies shuffling towards me as a group. Grinning, ‘this is the perfect setup to use the molten orb spell,’ I cast the spell aiming for the center zombie, pumping my fist in the air and letting out a cheer when it actually hits my target. The molten metal coats the zombie’s chest, setting the flesh on fire. ‘Oh kami, that stinks.' While some splashes on the zombies to either side, visibly damaging them and setting them on fire as well. Covering my nose, trying not to puke from the smell, I prepare to cast my next spell while backing away from the zombies at the same pace they are advancing. Before I can cast my next spell, the center zombie drops to the ground dead and the fire spreads on the other two zombies before they drop as well. Thinking about the spell, a pop-up with the description of the spell appears in front of me. This pop-up tells me about the spell and I can see that there is additional damage over time. ‘Ohhh, this must be what killed them… I like this effect.’
“Onibi, can you see the text box in front of me?” He gives me a look that conveys how ridiculous a question it is, of course he can't see the text box. “Hmm, if only I can see the text box, maybe it’s like one of those status screens in video games.”
I trail off muttering to myself. Onibi yips that we should get moving. This is not the best place to get lost in thought. Nodding, we mount the broom again, flying roughly parallel to the Nile heading north towards Cairo. While we fly, I experiment with the text pop-up. Thinking about my healing hex, a pop-up appears that gives me the description of the hex, how to use it, and that my feat gives me a second chance on the same target if it fails the first time. ‘Okay, this seems to give me information about my spells and hexes. Let’s see what other types of information I can get.’ Willing away the healing hex description, I think about wanting to see my current status and a pop-up appears that looks like a character status screen. For the next test I think about my crossbow to see if I can get information on my gear and I get a pop-up with the information on the damage, range and how to load it appears. Finally, I think about one of the swords in the weapons book that I saw and nothing happens. Thinking about one of the feats I did not choose has the same result. From that I conclude that I can only see pop-ups about my information, kind of like status and inventory screens in a video game. With this conclusion, I focus fully back on flying while looking for somewhere to kill zombies for experience to level up and survive.
Roughly an hour later Onibi barks that he found somewhere that looks promising. Flying lower, I approach what looks like a very small resort. Seeing a sign outside in Arabic, I realize my screw-up when selecting languages. I selected Egyptian thinking of all the artifacts and information in ancient Egyptian texts and failed to remember that the modern language of Egypt is Arabic. ‘On the bright side, I have the tongues hex to translate this.' Using the hex to read the sign is a bit trippy. The letters of the sign almost seem to wiggle and somehow it’s like reading English. ‘This is so weird… is this the kind of thing people see when they are high?’ The sign says that this is a country club. ‘Hopefully there will be fewer zombies to fight since no one would have been here when all of this started.’ So, after switching to a side mount on the broom for easy dismounting, I start slowly flying around the perimeter looking for ones or twos to pick off.
Hearing a noise from the shadow of a building, I fly around to get a better look and see about 10 zombies who look like they were killed then came back. ‘I just had to jinx it didn't I…. Let’s see, what spell can I use to inflict maximum damage to start with.’ Concentrating on seeing a list of my spells, I can see a list of the spells I have to work with. The two that will deal damage are palm of flame and palm of frost. Deciding to use palm of frost, I look at the description and instructions. I need the zombies to be within a 15-foot cone, so I hover right above them in the shade of the building and wait for them to huddle closer together, before landing and casting my spell. I can see what looks like an ice-blue ray of light emanating from my hand and it looks like frostbite starts forming on almost all of the zombies, but none of them fall down, so I guess I didn't kill any of them.
Reaching out to the first zombie, I cast my healing hex immediately, causing it to fall over dead again. The same thing happens with the next five zombies, but the one after that does not fall so, I pull my dagger to stab at it. While drawing the dagger, the zombie gets in an attack and hits my shoulder, causing me to grunt in pain. I’m lucky not to drop the dagger and bring it up to stab the zombie, which staggers but does not fall, so I stab it again. This time the zombie falls. Now I’m prepared for my healing hex not to finish them off. ‘I really should have been expecting that from the start. Stupid me, getting cocky.’ I have my dagger at the ready when I grab the zombie’s arm, cast my hex and then slash the dagger across the zombie’s torso. The zombie drops to the ground, leaving me with only two more zombies to kill. Casting the healing hex again, I am slightly surprised when it works and the zombie drops. The same happens with the last zombie.
Looking around to ensure that no other zombies have come while I was fighting the others, I prod my shoulder, wincing slightly at the pain. Rotating my arm, it doesn't seem like there is any major damage and thinking about my status brings up the pop-up, showing me that I only took five damage from that and I still have 22 health left. Since my healing hex heals a maximum of 11 damage, I decide to wait to see if I take any further damage while clearing out the rest of the country club.
My luck seems to improve after that and we mostly run into groups that were between three and five zombies, with the occasional single zombie coming at us. I end up taking another ten damage throughout the encounter and even Onibi takes a few points of damage. While it takes us about two hours to take care of all of the zombies, I improve with my sword and go from missing about 30% of the time to only 10% of the time by the time we finished. Casting the healing hex on Onibi then myself left him at full health and I was still down four health. It takes us another half hour to gather the coins and loot from all of the corpses, and while some of them were probably killed by the zombies before coming back as a zombie, none of them had any gear worth taking. As horrible as it is, I am hoping that I can get a better bag, or something to improve my strength. I did get over 800 gold, so maybe I will soon be able to buy something myself. Once we finish, I call the broom back to me and we resume our journey.
My flight takes me towards an intersection of two main highways since I can see them clearly from up here. In the distance it looks like a small group of people are traveling along the road. Curious to talk to someone for the first time since I fled the dig, I fly closer to them. Once I am in range, I see there are three men and two women in the group. Waving to them to indicate that I am friendly, I fly closer and am lucky when one of the men shouts in English.
“Hello there, do you speak English?” Maybe they are tourists that were stranded here when everything started.
“Yes, my name is Caitlin. It’s nice to meet you.” I figure it’s best to be polite, so I fly slightly lower so we can talk without shouting, but not low enough for them to grab me. I’ve read enough apocalyptic scenario books to know that you should be wary of other people.
“Wish it were under better circumstances. I'm David, this is my wife, Marissa, my sister and her husband, Beth and Mark, and our tour guide, Yasmin. We were here on a family vacation when everything went crazy. How did you end up here?” Listening to him they don't seem like bad people, so I figure it doesn't hurt to tell them some of my story.
“I'm an archeology student, here for a dig. I got separated from the rest of my group when our frozen chickens came back as zombies and attacked. Are you trying to get home?”
“Zombie chickens? We haven't seen anything like that. Oh, we’re working on it, what about you?”
“I honestly haven't thought that far ahead. I've been trying not to die and to figure out how everything works now. I figured out that I can pull up my current status and detailed information about all of my gear and abilities, but can't pull up information on anything else, even if I did see it in the books in the white room. Have you learned anything about this new world?” Hopefully sharing some of what I know will make them more likely to share what they know with me.
“We formed a party and found that party members share experience across the whole party,” Beth chimes in, speaking for the first time.
“Thanks for the info, I did not know that.” I thank her, though obviously that has no impact on me right now. “I would stay away from the Nile. I flew over it and it is full of crocodiles, zombies, zombie crocodiles and add in skeleton crocodiles to the mix at night. It’s a death trap for anyone who gets too close.”
We continue to trade information on what we've seen so far back and forth. I learned that the more populated an area is, the more skeletons and zombies appeared there the first night, and that even if skeletons are killed, they will reform again the next night. ‘That is scary, but also a good way to harvest easy experience.’ This leads into asking if there is a way to permanently kill them, to which Marissa says she asked about it when leveling up and was told that only holy magic can permanently kill undead. ‘Does this mean that zombies come back too?’ We continue to discuss what we learned and saw while leveling up. Apparently, they have been using the extra time to comb through the gear books for useful items to discuss as a group what to get. One of the interesting items they are hoping to get in the future is a magic item called a pot of everlasting stew, which would give them all the food they need without having to purchase rations. ‘That actually sounds really useful… it’s probably also super expensive.’ After a while, they ask if I would like to travel with them. Giving Onibi a questioning look, he gives me a positive yip so I tell them we would be glad to join them. Yasmin, who had been sitting on the edge of an old well at the side of the road, gets up to continue walking. His movement causes a stone to fall into the bottom of the well.
As I am going to land the broom, I see something that has me freeze in fear. There are a few scarabs crawling out of the well Yasmin had been sitting on. I don't know why all of my new instincts are screaming at me to run, so I remain motionless, watching as more and more scarabs bubble up out of the well in a grotesque parody of a fountain. They start scuttling towards David's group as more scarabs continue to bubble up out of the ground. The scarabs are almost at Yasmin when I react.
“RUN!” I somehow scream in terror, but cannot do anything myself, it is as if I am frozen in place.
Onibi takes charge and directs the broom to ascend about 50 feet to get us out of danger. I can only watch as the scarabs start crawling up legs until they get to an open patch of skin before burrowing into flesh. Then there are lumps moving underneath the skin as they fall to the ground writhing in agony, screaming with such pain that I can't comprehend. Within a minute there is nothing left but five skeletons devoid of any flesh. The scarabs start piling on top of each other to try to get to me and I am jolted out of my petrified state and start flying away as fast as I can. While doing this, I sacrifice my other level two spell slot for today to increase the speed of the broom and soon am moving much faster than the scarabs. Flying straight towards the Nile to get them off my trail, I continue to increase my height until I can barely breathe. Decreasing my height slightly to where I can breathe comfortably again, I continue to fly north along the Nile until I hit the delta. Here I turn west along the edge of the delta, heading for the coast and planning on finding a good point to fly across the Mediterranean into Greece. ‘There is no fucking way I am staying in Egypt with killer scarab swarms on the loose! What is this, The Mummy!?’
I fly until the sun is setting, then start looking for a place to land for the night. Luckily, I have been following the delta and this area is full of farms, which means fewer zombies and skeletons. There is a farmhouse surrounded by fields that looks like it should be safe to use. Circling the immediate area, there are no zombies or any other living thing as far as I can tell, so I land on the roof and set up to eat dinner while waiting for the skeletons to appear.
Shortly after sunset, there is the sound of clattering bones I have begun to associate with skeletons. Looking over the edge of the roof there are only three skeletons, so this should be a fairly easy night. ‘Thank Kami for rural areas!’
“Fly like the wind.”
Calling the broom, I am determined to practice using my hex while flying. Keeping the speed to a crawl, I carefully lay myself against the handle and reach down to touch the first skeleton with my hex. Stupidly I once again forget to keep aware of my surroundings, but am saved by Onibi jumping off the broom onto the skeleton trying to attack me. I brush my fingers against my target, casting my hex and watching the skeleton turn to dust. Onibi must be practicing his skills as well, since I see a rock hovering over the skeleton before being dropped on its head. ‘I didn't know he could do that. That’s pretty cool.’ While Onibi continues using his skeleton as a practice dummy, jumping nimbly out of the way whenever it tried to attack, I use the last skeleton to try using my hex at a faster speed. This takes me several passes to get my timing down when reaching down to touch and cast almost simultaneously to make it work. By the time I finish with my skeleton, Onibi has already finished off his skeleton and gathered the loot from them. He quickly grabs the loot from the third skeleton, then hops on the broom and we go back to the roof, planning on using the rest of today’s spells before settling in for the night.
Thinking about Onibi raising the rock, I mentally ask for a list of spells he can cast. The only spells he can use are ghost sound, mage hand, and prestidigitation. Looking at the descriptions, I get excited at the description of prestidigitation.
“Onibi, can you practice your prestidigitation spell by using it to clean us up?” He gives me an exasperated look saying what, don't you think I would already do that if I could, you are starting to stink. Go work on your own spells, before starting to practice his spells.
I go to the edge of the roof and cast palm of flame into the air, so I don't start a fire, then cast cure wounds II on myself to finish bringing myself back to full health from earlier in the day. I finish off by using my three casts of fairy lights to create a small light display and controlling the lights to make different shapes in the air. Finally, I use the light spell on the plate from the mess kit to act as a flashlight. Offering a short prayer to Inari-Kami thanking him for his protection that day, I get into the bedroll then start drifting off, thinking of a nice hot shower, or better yet, a bath with Jacuzzi jets.
Waking up I am once again in the white room to level up. The familiar three-hour countdown is present along with the level up prompt.
Roll your HP
0 of 2 rolls made



 
Apparently, I got enough experience to go up to level 5. Rolling the d6 on the table, I get a four then rolling again I get a five, so my HP increases to 44.
Select your attribute to increase
0 of 1 attributes selected



 
‘What’s this… I can increase one of my base stats?… Let’s see, my strength is my weakest stat since I have the minus two racial, but my charisma is what I use to cast spells… my charisma is already a plus five, so I should probably put the point into strength, which will help me carry more and improve my weapon attacks.’ With that decided, I select to add an additional point to my strength, making it an 11.
Select your hex
0 of 1 hexes selected



 
‘Yes! I get to add another hex… Let’s look for something awesome like the healing hex!’ Looking through the hexes, I decide to start at the back of the book this time. The water lung hex looks interesting, but with everything that was in the Nile I don't want to get in the water unless I absolutely have to. ‘Swine, oh that is vicious…prehensile hair, maybe…. Floating lotus, which sounds cool…. Flight, not really necessary with the broom, but still an awesome ability… disguise, not really an issue… Let’s see which one will be the most useful…. Even though I have the broom if I fall off or something attacks me in the air, it is probably a good idea to have a backup. Now that I think of it, I really don't want to go splat, so flight it is.’ Selecting flight as my new hex, I look at the next prompt.
Select spells to add to your familiar’s spellbook
0 of 4 spells selected



 
‘I get four new spells this time. Maybe I get level 3 spells now.’ Flipping through the spells I can select, there are now level 3 spells available for me to choose from. ‘Yes! I get to cast level 3 spells now.’ Looking at the level 3 spells, I decide on three spells that will deal damage, fire claws, sleet storm, and trials of fire and acid. Since I have one more spell available to choose, I select a level two spell grasping vine that will let me grow a 20-foot vine from my hand and cast touch spells through it, which means I can cast my healing hex without touching the skeletons and zombies. ‘Great! No more touching gross dead things’
Select your known spells
0 of 4 level 0 spells selected
0 of 4 level 1 spells selected
0 of 3 level 2 spells selected
0 of 2 level 3 spells selected



 
This is fairly easy to do. I keep most of my level 0 spells, swapping mending for resistance, then add another cast of palm of flame to my level 1 spells and add my new level 2 spell grasping vine, then choose the fire claws and sleet storm spells for my two level 3 spells. ‘I can't wait to try out my healing hex with the vine. This is going to be awesome.’
Allocate your skill points
0 of 6 points used



 
Looking at the list of my skills, I decide to continue adding points to knowledge geography, perception and survival, adding two points to each of these skills. Debating between the other skills, I decide to add two points to climb and fly since they should be useful, and divide my last two skill points between the acrobatics and performance skills.
Choose feat(s)
0 of 1 feats chosen



 
I’m starting to think I will get another hex and feat every other level. Looking through the small books of feats available, there are a lot of interesting sounding options, but I am looking for something that will improve my hexes or spells. ‘Combat casting looks useful, but I want to avoid being grappled in the first place… Ooh, empower spell looks good too, but it requires a slot two levels higher, lame…. Eschew materials, this would prevent me from running out of spell components. I didn't think about that… Oops, better take eschew materials if I’m planning on using my spells more. I guess this is why the component pouch was included in the witches kit.’ Taking the eschew materials feat, the prompts disappear and the book is replaced with the gear books. Looking at the timer I have roughly an hour and a half left.
Before looking at gear, I decide to ask my question first so that I don’t have to worry when looking through the gear. Grabbing the question paper, I see that I can ask two questions this time, so I guess it is one question per level and not one per visit to the white room.
For my first question, I want to ask about the scarabs since they honestly scare the shit out of me.
How can I avoid or kill scarab swarms?


 



You can kill them with fire.


 



Well, that is not what I was expecting. ‘Shoot, I asked an or question.’ There is the option to answer only one part and still answer my question. At least I now know they are vulnerable to fire, so as I level up it will be a good idea to continue taking fire spells. For my second question I want to expand on something I was told by David’s group.
How can I use holy magic to permanently kill undead?


 



Buy holy water and sprinkle some on your targets, or you can get a blessed weapon.


 



Leaving another gold coin and trail ration offering to Inari-Kami, I thank him for his answers to my questions, and pray for his blessing and protection as Onibi and I continue our journey.
Looking in the magic gear book I find holy water under the alchemy items, ‘one pound of water for 25 gold… a waterskin holds a half gallon at four pounds for the weight of the water, so a pound of water is roughly 16 ounces, or one pint...... that’s not a lot of water for that price, it’s really not worth it.’ Searching the book for a blessed weapon, it takes me a while to find any reference to one. In the weapons book there is a section on purchasing special abilities for your weapons and the holy ability fits the description of creating a blessed weapon. Referencing the table for the cost to add this ability to my dagger, I see that it will cost me 8,000 gold, which is over four times what I have. ‘Well, compared to the cost of the broom it’s not that expensive and it won't run out like the holy water would, so I guess it would be worth it… I should probably look at a better dagger for it though. I don’t want to spend that kind of money only to have the dagger break in a week.’ Looking at the cost of a masterwork dagger out of the hardest material I can find, adamantine, I am stunned that this would cost me just over 3,300 gold for a single dagger. ‘That is so expensive.’ It will take me forever to save up enough money to get that with the holy attribute added.
Some of the materials sound really interesting, but with how fragile they are I can’t see them ever being worth it. Maybe a living or self-repairing material would be, I have to carefully consider it though. Deciding that it is a good idea to start a gear wishlist so I can prioritize what I need to save for, I grab out my journal that I have yet to use and put the holy masterwork adamantine dagger as the first item on the list. Adding a note to consider other materials as well under it.
Grabbing the magic gear book, I sit back and start looking for bag options with a larger capacity. The bag with the largest space can hold two tons, or 800 cubic feet and will only weigh 150 pounds. That seems a bit excessive for the two of us, so I look at a more mid-range option that holds 1,000 pounds, or 150 cubic feet. Which should still be more than I would need, but would prove useful if I ever have to loot an entire village again since the max weight of the bag is only 35 pounds. But it is also really expensive at over 7,000 gold. ‘Well, here’s the next item on the wish list.’ I add the bag to my journal and include its dimensions and price to remember for later.
By the time the timer runs out and I am transported back, there are several more items on my wish list, including a ring that would make it so I don't require food or water to survive and only need two hours of sleep a night to be fully rested. Which sounds so useful that I place getting two as my highest savings priority.
(*****)




Days 4-6

Waking up, I eat breakfast with Onibi and use the wand to create our water for the day, before telling him about what I had done to level up while he sat curled on my lap. We spend probably 30 minutes like this when I feel that our bond seems stronger. ‘Maybe this is what it means to commune with your familiar.’ Focusing on my spells, I prepare the day’s spells, deciding to keep them the same since my higher level spells are limited and I want to stick with what is familiar for now. We pack up and I offer a short prayer to Inari-Kami to protect us on our day’s journey before we started traveling. Since I want to get the heck out of Egypt, I sacrifice the sleet storm spell slot to increase our flying speed and continued heading towards the coast.
If I remember correctly, there is a notch-looking thing on the coastline near where the shortest crossing towards Greece is, but I don’t remember if it is 100 miles or more until there. I will have to keep an eye out for a gas station, or something similar, that might have a map to make sure I can get where I need to go without dying from going the wrong way straight into a swarm of scarabs. ‘I really hope they don't develop the ability to fly… shit, I probably just jinxed it.' I tapped the knuckles of my right hand against the wood of my broom handle, ‘There, knocked on wood. I really hope this superstition is true.’
We fly throughout the day, stopping briefly for lunch and a short break to loosen my muscles, which are stiff from the hours of flight, on top of a gas station in the middle of nowhere. Luckily, they have a few maps that while they did not show anything outside Egypt, I can just make out what I think is an island in the Mediterranean that I can shoot for. Although it looks like I am still several hundred miles away from leaving Egypt. Hopefully I will be able to make that flight in a day or two.
Resuming our flight, we fly until the sun is setting before looking for a place to land for the night. After passing a resort that has way too many buildings to even consider, I find what looks like a small building with a stone fence surrounding it. Circling a few times to make sure that there are no zombies or people, I land on the roof and set up for the night. After dinner, we wait for full sunset before looking to see if any skeletons will appear. When none appear after about 20 minutes, ‘I really need to remember to look for a watch, or hourglass, or something to keep time,’ it is time to expend my spells for practice.
I cast my palm of flame spell twice in the air, followed by the palm of frost spell, then cure wounds I to use up all of my level 1 spells for the day. Moving onto my level two spells I cast molten orb, aiming for a patch of dirt to prevent starting a fire, followed by grasping vine out of the palm of my hand. I start moving the vine around and after about two minutes of what feels like awkward motions, I grasp the vine coming out of my palm like a handle and immediately feel much more comfortable moving it around. I know that I’m not really using my hand to direct the vine, but this feels far more natural to me. Before the vine’s time runs out, I use it to cast my basic heal spell on a small brush about 15 feet away. ‘Yes, it worked. Now if only some skeletons had shown up that I could test my hex on.’ Unfortunately, I do not see any skeletons, so I start using my level 0 spells to create glowing rocks and increase the resistance of random plants and rocks, even though they won't need it, with the vine for practice. When the time for the vine runs out, I have ten or so glowing plants and rocks at the base of the building and more that have been given resistance.
Once all of my spells have been used up, I use my new flight hex to fly to the ground and use my other abilities to cast all three of my fairy lights to practice multitasking while I fly, which is really hard. I think I must look like a crazy drunk while trying to fly and control the fairy lights. While concentrating on this, there is the sound of bones rattling and startled, I stop moving and turn to face a group of three skeletons that are at the edge of my sight. They must have taken longer than I thought to be attracted to me, or maybe my spell practice attracted them. Either way, I fly above them and angle my flight, so my body is parallel to the ground and easily reach down to touch the skeleton as I pass, using my hex and turning it to dust. I repeat this for the other two and by that time a fourth skeleton has appeared and my flight time is over. So, using feather fall to avoid crashing to the ground, I run up to the skeleton, dodging its arm and touching its rib cage as I pass while casting my hex. The skeleton crumbles to dust as I keep an eye out for any more skeletons.
When I don’t see any, I gather the coins up from the dust piles and standing next to the edge of the building I levitate myself up, then stop the levitation just above the roof line and step gracefully onto the roof, or that is what I try to do. Instead, I kind of just tumble onto the roof and land in a heap. Onibi lets out a snort of laughter at my graceless fall. Grumbling about stupid reflexes, I climb to my feet. Before going to bed, I offer Inari-Kami a prayer of thanks for watching over us today. Climbing into my bedroll, it is not long before I fall asleep.
I wake shortly after sunrise, ready for the day ahead. Eating breakfast with Onibi, we chat about the route and how we slept. I'm a bit surprised that I can clearly understand his barks, yips, and looks as if he were speaking English, although I suppose that may be due to the familiar bond. After breakfast I sit with Onibi curled on my lap while I focus on our bond and can feel it strengthen. Before we get moving, I think about my spells while still keeping our bond open. ‘I can't think of a better way to describe how I can sense Onibi and sense my spell abilities at the same time, and how the two tie together.’ Using this connection, I focus on preparing my spells. It almost feels like they are taking up a slot in my brain that has been designated for spells. It also feels easier to do this than it did yesterday. Once we finish, I pack up and offer Inari-Kami a prayer, thanking him for our safety and asking that he continue watching over our journey today.
The rest of the day passes much the same as the day before. We spend the day flying, with a short break for lunch before resuming our flight. About the time that the sun is starting to sink in the sky, we reach the eastern side of the notch in the coastline and fly over the ocean for around two hours. I am slightly surprised to see that there are no visible monsters or other creatures fighting in the water. I don’t even really see any signs of life and the water looks almost eerily calm. By the time we get to the other side it is getting closer to sunset. We spend a while looking for a place to land for the night and find a hotel with several boathouses and small beach houses for guests, along a stretch of beach that was slightly isolated away from the nearby town.
While we circle the area, we see evidence that a fight had taken place at the hotel. There are bodies that have obviously been looted and several dead zombies scattered around the courtyard of the hotel. Judging by the lack of movement and all the open doors, I would assume that whoever was here was attacked and left looking for a safer place. I do not see any other signs of life around the hotel, so I fly back to the beach houses and boat houses, and land on the building the farthest from the waterline. I set up the bedroll for tonight and asked Onibi to clean it with prestidigitation. Then we eat dinner and relax until the sun had fully set.
Since we are closer to a town, more skeletons than I had seen the last couple of nights appear. But by waiting for the skeletons to surround the building, then casting the grasping vine spell and using the vine to channel my healing hex, they are easily defeated. Wanting to avoid attracting the attention of any possible people from the town, I avoid practicing any of my spells since they are rather eye catching. We wait for several hours to ensure that no more skeletons would be coming while trying not to start nodding off, before going down to collect the coins from the dust piles. Once that is done, I offer my now normal prayer of thanks to Inari-Kami. Then we go to bed to get rest for the next day’s flight across the Mediterranean.
I wake up in the morning ready to finally leave Egypt and the chances of encountering scarabs again behind. Grabbing breakfast, I wake Onibi up and we eat before completing our morning bonding ritual and determining that I will keep the same spells today, except switching my cure wounds I spell for the weather forecast one. Once we are done, I cast the weather forecast spell to see if there will be any major weather issues that need to be accounted for. Luck is on my side since there will be mild weather for the next two days.
Before packing up, I use the wand of create water to get the water we will need for our flight and secure the waterskins, two on each side of my belt. ‘This feels really awkward. Must be how camels feel carting around their water. I’m glad I don't have to do this every day.’ I empty out my belt pouch and put the contents in my bag, before putting four rations in there so we will have food to eat while flying. Packing my bag with the remainder of our stuff except the rope, I secure the bag to the broom, leaving the rope on top. Performing a last sweep, I make sure that everything is ready to go, before offering Inari-Kami a prayer thanking him for our safety while we slept and asking him to watch over us as we journeyed into the unknown of flying over the ocean.
Sacrificing one of my level 3 spell slots to increase my flight speed, I mount the broom before taking the rope and securing one end to myself, tying a loop midway down around Onibi and securing the far end to the broom. Once this is done, we take off over the ocean, heading north and slightly west. Since I do not know what is in the sea, I think it would be best to fly as far above it as I can without causing issues with lack of air. The first hour or so is fairly uneventful, but after that I start seeing strange shadowy shapes in the water. I was shocked when I noticed a large shadow under the water. ‘Fuck, that looks like some sort of giant fish… have dinosaurs been brought back?... Or is it a giant turtle? It’s roughly the right shape.’ I know it must have been huge since at the speed and height I am flying, it would have passed by before I could register it if it were something small. The next shadow I run across a little over two hours later is long and somewhat thin. It reminds me of legends of giant sea serpents. ‘It is a bit small for the serpents of legends… Who am I kidding, the smaller the better for me.’ I think this shadow stretches for over a quarter mile. The final shadow I see during the morning is a large blob that looks like the water over it is circling. It almost looks like the start of a whirlpool, but the water is not moving fast enough for that.
After that I focus on the sky and make sure that I am going in the right direction without veering off course. I’m glad for the skill points I put into my geography knowledge since this is easier than anticipated. I somehow know, based on the sun and my approximate position, that I need to shift to flying a bit more eastward and I should be back on track. Soon after that it is time to try eating lunch while flying. ‘Carefully, carefully…. Don't fall off… Damn, don't jinx it you idiot… Feed Onibi, don't drop the food… Now I can eat, carefully. Don't look away from the sky… This feels like the bread stuff. That should be safe to eat while flying… Now water.' It seems like it takes forever to eat lunch, but we manage without falling off the broom, so I’d say it was a success. Not that I want to have to make a repeat performance.
Throughout the rest of the day, I continue to see large shadows under the surface of the sea, which keeps me flying at a high altitude. ‘There is no way I want to risk flying lower to have some sort of monster jump up and swallow me whole.' At one point I even think I see a fin breaking the water. The sun is sinking in the horizon when I catch sight of land in the distance.
It is a small thing that I would probably mistake for a wave, if not for the golden color of what must be the beach. After another half hour or so of flying, I can see more of what is an island in the distance. The small portion I saw earlier is a small beach that may be a cove, but I can't tell yet. While drawing closer, I can see more of the island and am struck speechless. The majority of the island is a lush verdant green that almost looks like something out of a fairy tale. I cannot describe the beauty of the island, but it looks like nothing that would have been found before the world changed. Once I am only about five or so minutes away, I can see an overlook that has what appears to be a chair on it. Curious, I approach the overlook, where I can see something carved into this larger-than-life wooden chair. Landing on the chair to see what it says, I see the words “Southern point of Europe” on the back and “smile" and “relax" down each of the back supports. ‘Oh, this is a tourist attraction for one of the Greek islands… What was the island called again?… Crete. No, that was a bigger one… Shoot, it will come to me when I'm least expecting it.’ Since the sun is rapidly sinking below the horizon, I decide to set up camp here for the night and explore the island in the morning.
We eat some more of our trail rations. ‘I’m really starting to get sick of these... I want some nice watermelon. Oh, mango and honeydew sound good too… A good steak also sounds delish… No. Bad Caitlin. Stop thinking about food and focus on survival.' After dinner I’m too exhausted from the long and honestly stressful flight to practice my spells. Laying out my bedroll, I offer a prayer of thanks to Inari-Kami for our safe journey, then sit to wait for any skeletons or other monsters that only appear at night.
(*****)
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Hi there, Bern here, when I told Cynthia that she needed to write an about me, she asked me to do it as she doesn’t like talking about herself. So, I am just going to do an about us and have fun making sure to make her completely red by the end of it. Now, onto the fun!
Well as you likely already know, Cynthia and I are a married couple who will have been married for 13 years this year. Now, what you might not know is that we met while we were in training in the Army and started dating a few months before it was time for me to go to my first duty station. To be exact, we started to date February 15th and were faced with the option to break up or get married and so about a month and a half later we were husband and wife… Yes, we know that is a rather fast courtship, but that is nothing on my own parents who met and were engaged within a week. No, our marriage isn’t perfect and neither are we, but we keep working at things and now I have dragged her into the world of writing books, but more on that later.
Anyhow back to more about us, well let’s see as a kid I never read while Cynthia would read every book that she could get her hands on… She was so bad that there were multiple times when her local libraries ran out of books that she hadn’t read. That said, I did eventually catch the bug and discover the joy of books… you can all thank anime for that along with the massive increase in translated works. It got the point where I would read about a book a day before I decided to write one of my own and well, now I am hooked on writing. As for what we like, well, that is a rather interesting subject as well. For instance, when it comes to movies, Cynthia is much more interested in anything with plenty of blood, guts and gore that isn’t a straight slasher horror, and hates “chick flicks.” Meanwhile, I have plenty of “chick flicks” that I love. For instance, ‘About Time’ is one of my all-time favorite movies and while I don’t mind action and battles, I am not the biggest fan of too much gore.
Still, nothing contrasts us more than my enjoyment of the harem genre and her pure aversion to it. Though, she admits that it is the same as when she used to enjoy reverse harems, once upon a time, which I would never touch. I just wish that the rest of the world could see the same as too many see all harems as creepy and reverse harems as just a bit of spice. The double standard is real and I will get off my soapbox, as I know that like many things in life, nobody cares and all I am doing is digging a hole. So enough about that, instead I will go back to talking about us!
Cynthia was a military brat who had moved seven times before she had joined the army, while I was one of those who had never moved once. She was the oldest of six, while I am the youngest of nine. She rushed to join the Army at 17 to escape her house, while I was 20 by the time I had shipped to basic training. We were both satellite controllers, but she was always great at the theory, while I was better at what I like to call the bang, bang, make it work side of things. There were more than once where our leadership, as yes, we were in the same unit, said that if they could take the best parts of both of us, they would have the perfect soldier, for our unit at least. This is why I think we work as we simply complement each other and have no ego towards the other when something isn’t working as we try and figure it out.
Now, I think I need to bring this to a close before Cynthia accuses me of trying to start our autobiography. So, I will end with what for us is the most important part of our lives, our two kids, Alice and Brett. They are the why behind what drives us to seek a better tomorrow and while it isn’t easy being parents today and we certainly mess up from time to time when it comes to them, they are our world. Alice is our eldest and will be turning 10 about a month before our 13th anniversary and she loves Pokémon, especially Pikachu, and is much more of a reader than I ever was as a kid, but not quite as much as Cynthia was. That said, at times I feel like she thinks she has already started her teenage years from some of the ways she acts. Meanwhile, Brett will turn six at the start of this year and loves all things cars and dinosaurs and is very much in the ‘I hate all veggies’ phase right now. Really, they both seem to love to try to find any way to get what they want, but that is all kids when you think about it. So, we just work to teach them right from wrong, while also making sure they can think for themselves, as that is something we truly value.
Hope all of that didn’t bore you and gave you a bit of an idea of just what type of crazy came together to craft the story you hopefully just enjoyed. Now, farewell for now and we hope to see you back for more when book 2 comes out in April!
(*****)




Afterword

First and foremost, thank you for reading this book and if you could help us out by leaving an honest review, we would greatly appreciate it. Particularly as this is book 1 and your review could mean the difference between a new reader giving the series a chance and passing it by!
Welp, it’s a new year and like many I often find myself reflecting on where I am in life. This marks my 25th book to come out as I start a new series and I hope that you enjoyed it. The world of RPG’d Earth is one that I feel has boundless potential for me to build on, write separate series and much more. Though, that is all it is right now, potential. And while I have plans to ensure that this series is seen to its conclusion no matter what as I am committed to that the moment book 1 is released, beyond that is a mystery. Having written Eternal Dominion, I learned a lot and while I haven’t finished that series just yet and I suspect that it has many more lessons to teach me, I have still applied much of what I learned here. Hopefully it will lead to even better results as I focus on ensuring that the dream of getting to write books for a living continues to be my reality.
That said I am expecting this year to be a really interesting one as I hope to release two new series, with this being the first, complete Eternal Dominion and move cross country… Now if I can do all of that and still have a few bucks to my name at the end of the year, well I will call that a victory. Especially with the way the world is now and how tight money can be. It’s a large part of why I release using Kindle Unlimited as I know what it is to have limited funds and want as many readers to enjoy my books as possible and still be able to support myself as an author. While I would like to explore a wider range of distribution eventually, that can wait until the last book of any series that I release has had time to be enjoyed by my readers here.
Lastly, I have a policy of not sharing my goals too often as doing so can cause me to feel as if I have accomplished something without actually doing so. That said, I also believe that you as readers deserve to know when to expect the next volume in a series that you’re enjoying. So, you all should expect to see one book in this series every three months and I can say that the main story for the next two is already in editing. As for how many to expect, well I’m expecting it to go for at least eight books but no more than 16. Which is also the longest that I intend for any future series of mine to run moving forward. Now, take care and as always read more books!
Now on to the repetitive stuff. Did you know I have a newsletter and that by signing up you can get a free prelude novella for Eternal Dominion? Heck, it is really easy too. Just go to my website below and scroll to the bottom, where you will just need to put in your email address. Or you can go to https://BookHip.com/BAMDFBA, put in your email the single time and confirm it in your inbox to get the prelude and sign up for my newsletter in one go.
If you enjoy audiobooks and haven’t already, go to https://soundbooththeater.com/team/bern-dean/ and listen to my other series Eternal Dominion there. The first book plus a bunch of shorts are available for free there as well. If you do it through a web browser you don’t even need to create an account to do so, just select the listen now option. Zach and Annie have really gone above and beyond with their performances!
As always, if you feel I have forgotten something, feel free to reach out to me on Facebook through my page, or join my group. I am only one person and sending a message to my Facebook author page is the fastest way to get me to see it, as I don’t get alerts on my personal page when non-friends message me for the first time. That said, I will not answer personal questions, like where I live, even in a general fashion. Please keep it to my story, or my writing process.
If you would like some extra content that is not plot necessary but is canon, I publish shorts extras on my Patreon. Reall hoping to have some fun with the ones for this series and mix things up a bit, but we will see what it becomes so, not going to make any promises. Now, here are all of the links for my social media and website.
Oh and once more my Patreon and Facebook group are the most used currently, but we are building up the others.
https://www.facebook.com/groups/berndean
https://www.facebook.com/Author.Bern.Dean
https://www.patreon.com/berndean
https://www.instagram.com/berndean_books/
https://twitter.com/BernDeanBooks
https://www.Bernsbooks.com
Thank you again for reading my story and I hope you return for the next installment of Jason’s and Catlin’s tales. If you enjoy LitRPG and GameLit books, check out the following Facebook groups. Both are great and have helped me get my stories out to you!
LitRPG: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books
GameLit: https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety
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